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I saved a young witch in a novel and set off on a journey.

Because of that.

The witch had somehow become a woman obsessed only with me.

The cover art was kindly provided by a generous reader as fan art. (_ _)


Ch.0 - Prologue. I Picked Up a Young Witch from a Novel.
Prologue.



There was a time like that.

There was a time when I still thought this world was a novel.

There was a time when I freely saved that familiar-looking girl who seemed to be the only unhappy one amidst the beautiful scenery unfolding before my eyes, and then suddenly disappeared.


Even though I thought it was inside a novel.

I felt strangely sorry for those two eyes gradually losing their vitality, those eyes of a witch who might someday bring down the Empire, and gave her a small smile.

There was a time when, captivated by that smile directed at me for the first time, I reached out a helping hand once again.


And because of that, the witch had somehow become a woman obsessed only with me.

Ch.1 - 1. The Stubborn Age of Five.
# Chapter 1

"Ah... I'm screwed, this is..."

I faintly hear someone's voice accompanied by a sigh.

It was probably from the truck driver who hit me.

"..."

Yeah.

I'm screwed, indeed.

I wanted to answer the same way, but I couldn't manage to.

My body wouldn't move, and the blood flowing from my body had soaked all the asphalt within my sight.

I was already dying, and soon I would be dead.

It seemed like an ordinary day, but somehow that day was coming to an end.

There wasn't much to regret about dying, but if I had to pick one thing, it would be the phone in my hand that I couldn't even grip properly anymore.

The fragments of text floating gently on that screen.


Ah, that novel.

I hadn't even read half of it yet.


********


Somewhat warm sunshine.

A breeze blowing gently.

When walking along with these things, there's always a voice that follows.

"Ain! I told you to stop wandering off alone!"

"..."

It's the voice of a young woman who firmly grabs the back of my neck while panting.

"Ugh... who did this child take after to be so disobedient...!"

Well, about that.

"..."

Yes, I've already told you.

"Again, again! Not answering when your mother is talking!"

"..."

If I had to say, it's probably because I inherited the nasty temperament and unnecessary curiosity of Ms. Park Bok-ja and Mr. Kim Chun-sik, who are still living on Earth.

I don't bother voicing these thoughts and just let myself be dragged along in my mother's grasp.

With my small body, I couldn't resist an adult woman's strength anyway.


The terrible age of five.

That's my current appearance.

Of course, I only looked five on the outside, but inside was the mind of an adult who had experienced society.

Five years old is an age of mindlessness that can't be controlled just by the fact that you were once an adult.

What I mean is...

Oh, a butterfly I've never seen before.

"Huaaah... son! Please stay by Mom's side and stop wandering off...!"

"..."

Well, it's not like I'm doing this on purpose.

It's just a child's innocent curiosity.

Even when I'm not particularly interested or curious, random curiosity suddenly strikes.

Plus, the genes from Ms. Park Bok-ja and Mr. Kim Chun-sik might have played a role...

Oh, a dragonfly.

"Son, please! Mom needs to catch her breath...!"

Too bad.




Five years had already passed since I died after being hit by a truck and was reborn.

Originally, I didn't believe in things like the afterlife, past lives, or reincarnation, but here I was, reborn as a baby and living a normal life anew.

It was quite a mysterious experience.

The fact that a child just born from its mother's womb could immediately think about things.

My tiny fingers would wiggle, unwanted cries would burst out, and incomprehensible language would be exchanged by the adults around me.

How strange it was to take in all those scenes with my limited vision while being unable to do anything.

And how humiliating it was to have my diaper changed after soiling myself involuntarily.

"..."

It was very mysterious, but I never want to experience it again.


Anyway.

One thing I've noticed since being reborn is that butterflies are quite pretty.

"Son."

"..., butterfly."

"No."

"..."

And the mouse peeking its head out from the sewer is quite cute too.

"Ah, son!! That's really not okay! Let's look at butterflies instead, okay?!"

"Why not? It's cute."

"Please... this mother doesn't know who you take after to be like this..."

I looked at my mom, who was sighing deeply, and smiled broadly.

Teasing Mom is really fun.

Being reborn made everything seem fun and enjoyable.

*Bonk*

"Don't tease your mother."

"..."

My head hurt a bit from being hit, but still.


********


What was I like in my past life?

An ordinary person who wanted to live an ordinary life.

I grew up in a family that fell short of ordinary, but I had a somewhat ordinary school life.

I never experienced ordinary romance, but I worked at an ordinary company.

With no particular talents or ambitions, I was satisfied with that modest life.

Just an ordinary person.

And being such a person, I didn't have any extraordinary thoughts even after dying and being reborn.

If there was one thing I regretted, it would be not finishing that novel I was reading right before I died.

"..., that's a bit disappointing."

"Hmm? What's disappointing, my son?"

Somehow hearing my small mutter about being disappointed, Mom tilted her head and asked me.

Since I couldn't tell her that I wanted to read a novel from my past life, I made up a suitable excuse.

"Mouse."

"..."

It seems it wasn't a suitable excuse for Mom.

Even so, making such a disgusted face at your son seems a bit too much.

Thinking this, I smiled sweetly at Mom and sank back into my thoughts.

What happened after that?

Did the Hero and the Saint survive, get married, and live happily ever after? Or was the final boss so strong that the world ended in tragedy?

"..., son. Mom has been thinking, and you need to be interested in other things!"

Honestly, it would probably follow a predictable storyline, so it wasn't particularly important, but I felt that the grand setting and worldbuilding deserved more exploration.

The vast Efrin Empire.

The first republic, Sillon.

"For example, fairy tales about this Efrin Empire where we live... or stories about the Sillon Republic beyond the empire, which Mom found interesting..."

Beyond that, the East and the Forest of Elves, the Dwarves' Mine, the Dragon's Nest, and the Demon World where the Demon King resides.

"Rather than mice... wouldn't it be better to read fairy tales? Elves and dwarves! Aren't you curious? Dragon's treasure! The elves' world tree! Hmm?"

The Hero Prys and Saint Rua, who travel across this world to save it.

"And they say there's going to be a revelation about who the new Hero and Saint will be. Don't you want to see that, son?"

That novel, containing all those elements, was always ranked number one in real-time rankings...

"...?"

"What's wrong, son?"

Did I hear that wrong?

"...?"

"...?"

And so, my mom and I kept looking at each other, tilting our heads until the carriage arrived home.



Indeed.

This world that gave me the valuable experience of being reborn was the world from the novel I had been reading.

Titled "1500kg total Hero and MILF Saintess"...

Hmm.

The title might be a bit trashy, but the content was incredibly detailed and elaborate.

I had been reborn as a character in that novel.


But how did I not realize I was in a novel until I turned five?

Well, in my memory, there was never a kid named Ain mentioned in the novel.

In other words, I was an extra among extras, not assigned any role.

I was just background, someone who might appear briefly in a crowd scene.

Hmm.

"..."

I find that...

"Very pleasing, indeed."

I smiled broadly, extremely pleased with this realization.


Who needs to be an important character in a novel?

I don't need such a role.

The Hero and the Saint will defeat the Demon King on their own, get married, mate vigorously, have three children, and live happily ever after. That story has nothing to do with me.

From the beginning, my interest in this novel leaned more toward the vast worldbuilding, settings, and the various characters that were only briefly shown.

So, having realized that this world is from a novel, I decided to escape from the center of that story and travel this fictional world.

With that determination firmly in mind, I spoke.

"Mom."

"Yes, what is it, my son? Do you want more food?"

It would be sad news for my mom, who was looking at me with loving eyes, but it was something I had to say.

"..., I'm going to travel."

The Empire, the Republic, the Forest of Elves, the Dwarves' Mine.

All the way to the Demon King's Demon World and the Dragon's Nest.

I declared that I would go far away to explore this vast world.


And in response to my solemn declaration, Mom smiled and nodded.

"Sure, sure, eat the carrots and bell peppers on your plate first."

"..."

I guess I'll deal with the immediate enemy first.

"That's right, eating well! If our son wants to travel, let's eat a lot and grow quickly~ There are more bell peppers here, so don't worry!"

"..."

Why?

Why am I being treated like a child who can't eat bell peppers and carrots just because my body is young, even though I'm an adult?

And why do I really not want to eat them, my fork trembling as I hold it up?

I really don't understand.

With these thoughts, I glanced at my mom, who was smiling mischievously, and stuffed a handful of bell peppers from the plate into my mouth.

"Wow~ Our son can go traveling! Oh, well done!"

"..."

Please stop.

You're doing this because I teased you about the mouse at the market, aren't you?

I wanted to shout that, but I couldn't bring myself to voice those thoughts and just swallowed the food.

It would look ridiculous for a kid who can't even eat carrots and bell peppers to declare he's going traveling.

So.

This is about adult pride.


Ah.

This tastes fucking awful, really.

Ch.2 - 2. The Stubborn Age of Five.
# Chapter 2

I still remember the scenery from that day.

Light descended from the sky and enveloped my body, while the bishops who had long looked up to me knelt before me and pleaded.

Fireworks burst high in the sky as countless imperial citizens filled the streets with cheers.

The beautiful beginning of that day—when I received the undeserved title of Saint and met the Hero for the first time—still vividly circles in my mind.

I was so awkward and nervous.

"Why are you spacing out like that?"

"Ah, Hero. It's nothing. I was just reminiscing about the past."

"More nonsense. If you have time for that, you should get some sleep."

"Hehe, as you wish."

Perhaps I was nervous because of how gruffly the Hero spoke.

With a body larger than a bear and a large scar crossing his face.

Carrying a great sword on his back that was taller than me, looking down at me during that first meeting.

I think I unconsciously took a step back in fear.

-Excerpt from "Episode □□. The Saint's Monologue"-

********

The precocious five-year-old who realized too soon that this world was inside a novel.

I wish I hadn't learned this cruel truth, but now that I knew, there wasn't much I could do about it.

"Mom."

"Yes, my son?"

"I want to earn money."

Even when I expressed my desire to save up for my future travels to my legal guardian...

"Yes, my son. What kind of job could a five-year-old possibly do?"

"...Newspaper delivery, maybe?"

"Sure, sure. Just finish your food~"

Mom just smiled and dismissed me, telling me to say something that made sense.

"Mom."

"Yes. What do you want to say now, my son?"

"Then give me some allowance."

Even when I acted like an ungrateful child asking for travel funds despite being raised by her...

"Son, your father would be so sad to hear this after leaving early for work and laboring until his bones ache. Don't you think?"

"..."

I was left speechless by her clever tactic to make me feel like a truly ungrateful child.

Does having a child's body mean having a child's brain too?

Considering my actual age, there shouldn't be much difference, but I just can't win with words.

Of course, the problem is that I wasn't particularly good with words in my past life either.

"I need to grow up quickly. There's nothing I can do now."

"Pfft, sometimes when our son talks, he sounds like such an old man in a child's body. Are you really five years old?"

Well, about that.

"..."

Yes, I've told you.

But I can't exactly tell you that your son is actually an adult who died after being hit by a car.

So instead of that truth, I gave a curt reply.

"...And you're so childish, Mom. Are you really twenty-five years old?"

"Hey! I wonder who you got this bad habit of talking back from!"

No.

You didn't have to pinch my cheek with such emotion.

Emotional hands hurt.

And as I think every time, the gap between an adult and a child can't be bridged by any means.

So I had to dangle there, caught in my mom's irritated grip, until my cheeks turned red and even swelled a little.

But honestly.

This is definitely something I got from you.

********

Well.

Though the morning was somewhat noisy, today is quite a special day.

Every day since being reborn has been special, but this one particularly so.

My heart is pounding as if I've truly become a child again, feeling overwhelmed with excitement.

So despite having an adult mind, I acted a bit overly enthusiastic.

"Mom, let's hurry and go."

"Son... we still have over an hour left. Don't rush so much—eek! Son, don't pull on my skirt! It's going to tear, it's going to tear!!"

I tugged hard on Mom's favorite skirt.

Because it was somewhat annoying that she kept sipping her tea for an hour after agreeing to go.

This is revenge against an adult who can enjoy leisure time despite seeing her son's expectant eyes.

"You promised we'd go early today. You said you would if I ate lots of bell peppers and carrots."

"Okay, son. I get it!"

Today is the day when divine revelation will determine the Hero and Saint.

It's the day when the scene marking the beginning of the novel will unfold before my eyes, and the condition for my request to go see it was eating bell peppers and carrots.

But it's not very adult-like to use bell peppers and carrots as hostages to torment me for a week and then dawdle now.

It makes me feel sorry for myself for forcing down food I didn't like.

This annoying twenty-five-year-old.

So.

"Die, skirt."

"Oh, come on!"

Rise up on the sacrifice of the skirt.

Ah, what a beautiful day.

Though the bump protruding from my head is a bit sore, the weather is really nice.

It's a blue sky that seems blessed, just like the words that filled the novel.

And under the clear blue sky without a single cloud, all the imperial citizens are walking in one direction.

They're heading to Kate Square, which is so open that the imperial palace is clearly visible, to witness the momentary scene that will unfold there.

And Mom and I were also following that crowd toward the square.

"Son, don't let go of Mom's hand, hold it tight. Understand?"

"Yes, I get it. I'm not a little kid, you don't have to keep saying it."

"Sorry, but you are a little kid."

"..."

Five years old is grown up enough, you know.

Instead of answering my mom, who was busy giggling, I firmly held her hand and pulled her toward the square.

With Mom constantly dawdling, the time for the revelation is already approaching.

"Son, we can go slowly~"

"...We're already very late."

When the revelation comes down, light will miraculously pour from the sky, and that brilliant light will shine upon an adventurer who will become the Hero and a nun working at the papal office.

The first scene marking the beginning of the novel.

Although I said my journey was more important than the protagonist's journey and the novel's plot, I couldn't help wanting to see the novel's scenes with my own eyes.

So I was hurriedly walking to witness that spectacle directly.

The light would pour down the moment the hands of the large clock tower pointed to 1 o'clock, and it was already past 12:50.

This is all because of Mom who dawdled.

Such an annoying twenty-five-year-old.

"Son! Just a little slower...! It's hard for Mom to keep up, so let's go slowly, okay?"

"No way. If we go slowly, we won't be able to see it up close."

And the hand I was holding tightly slipped away in an instant.

"No, son.... Oh no, I lost your hand...!"

"Ah."

I lost Mom's hand.

I thought I was holding it with all my strength, but a child's strength is just so weak.

Walking through the surging crowd that was even denser than before, I ended up experiencing the all-too-common scenario of losing hold of a hand.

Mom's voice drifted away beyond the noisy crowd.

I tried to go in the direction where Mom might be, but to avoid being trampled by adults' footsteps, I had to change course.

I diligently stepped toward the area near an alley where there were fewer people, heading toward the corner of that wall.

I safely reached the wall and leaned against it, but there was no way my small self could be seen by Mom no matter how much I jumped up and down.

I looked around earnestly like a meerkat, but there was no sign of Mom anywhere.

"...I'm screwed."

Actually.

If I went to the lost child center in the square, Mom would eventually find me, but I'd still get scolded terribly.

"..."

Honestly, I don't want to, but I might need to put on a tearful performance.

Because I'm not an adult but a child.

Because I'm still at an age where tears can help me avoid punishment.

So I sighed deeply and tried to look up at the clock tower to check how much time was left.

However.

There's always a reason why people don't gather in certain places.

It was a spot where the wall blocked the view, making it impossible to see not only the square but even the clock tower.

I was full of anticipation to witness the beginning of the novel with my own eyes, but all I got was the worry and anger Mom would pour out.

That's a bit disappointing.

It's like.

The role of an inevitable extra, a life that doesn't even come close to the plot.

I didn't want to interfere with the novel's development, but being forcibly distanced from it made me feel sad.

And.

It was at that moment when I turned my head toward the alley with disappointment.

Light poured down from the sky.

La—

Along with the light, such a sound was heard.

I.

While the song of angels flowed gently and brilliant light illuminated two spots in the square, I was facing that scene from afar.

From very, very far away.

Surely in the square where the light was pouring down, everyone would be kneeling and paying homage.

They would be reading the revelation that came down with the light, celebrating the birth of the Hero and Saint.

Though it was quite disappointing not to see it directly, my heart was pounding like a child's just being able to experience it like this.

The story finally begins.

The novel I had been reading until just before my death has now taken its place at the starting line before my eyes.

It has begun taking its first steps toward an ending I don't know.

Was that why?

Because of those overwhelming emotions.

And because reality returned as the light gradually faded, reminding me that I was lost.

I passed by the girl sprawled in a corner of the alley without much thought.

Faded ash-gray hair.

And equally dull ash-gray eyes.

Wearing what looked like rags, lying on rotten floorboards.

Despite seeing such a scene, I simply took steps back toward the crowd.

Perhaps.

I just chose to ignore it.

I thought that was just another common setting in the novel, and there was no need to value one of the extras who would die anyway.

Just as I hadn't helped the unfortunate in reality, I didn't think I needed to save anyone in the novel.

Even though the girl's dull gray eyes were fixed on me.

That's what I thought.

Ch.3 - 3. The Stubborn Age of Five.
# Chapter 3

Bellia.

Ah, creation cursed by the era.

With ash-gray hair, those ash-gray eyes contain nothing but emptiness.

You shall never be loved by anyone in your lifetime, and you will die amidst the contempt and persecution of many.

Child of curse, conceived with demon's blood, abandoned even by your mother.

Your path, stained ash-gray, shall be filled only with thorns.

Therefore.

Not even a single ray of light has been granted to your future.

Do not hope for even pathetic dreams.

Only death shall be your salvation.

- Excerpt from [Episode □□. The Cursed Child] -


No.

"..., this stupid idiot."

That girl sprawled in the alley, looking even more like an extra than me.

Those faded ash-gray hair and cloudy ash-gray eyes that seemed blind—I finally remember who those features belong to.

The Ashen Witch.

She could well be called the Empire's disaster.

That frail, powerless, equally young orphan girl in tattered, beggar-like clothes.

She was a witch who would one day bring danger to the Empire.

Looking at her shabby appearance, I thought she was just a common orphan.

But that tiny girl wasn't a mere extra like me who hadn't been assigned any role—she was the disaster that would become a trial for the Hero and the Saint.

Even though it was clearly written that in this world, in this novel, there were only two characters properly assigned roles with ash-gray features in the current era.

I was a fool who only remembered this fact after returning home.

"Son, self-reproach looks good on you, but where did you learn such bad words?"

Ah.

"..., I'm sorry."

Moreover, right now I'm enduring the anger of my mother, who had cried thinking she'd lost me forever.

"Keep your hands up properly. Mom's not done being angry yet."

"..."

Yes.

I keep my mouth shut tight and raise my trembling hands closer to my ears as per my mother's firm instruction.

I may have teased her for being childish, but this time I was truly in the wrong.

Honestly, I never expected her to run to the missing children center, hug me while sobbing loudly.

For me, who had only been thinking about how to get in less trouble, it was a scene that made my conscience sting terribly.

"Son, your hands are gradually dropping."

"Ah, no they're not..."

So.

As a dutiful son, I should endure and persevere even if it feels like I'm dying.

But wait.

Honestly, losing my grip on her hand wasn't entirely my fault, was it?

"You look like you have complaints, son."

"..., of course not."

Right, it's definitely my fault.

When my mother cried so much that her eyes became swollen, saying otherwise would make me less than human.

But still.

"What."

"..., I didn't say anything."

What right does a sinner have to speak?

I should just shut up and keep my hands raised.


This is so unfair.


How should I approach this?

I was deeply contemplating the ash-gray girl.

While she's still young and weak.

When she's just barely clinging to life, sprawled in an alley with the appearance of a helpless victim.

When she's not yet a disaster—these meaningless thoughts about whether there's anything I could do.

It wasn't out of pity or sympathy for the ash-gray girl.

I can't say I felt none of that, but more precisely, I was worried about my parents who, unlike me who would leave on a journey, would still be here when she became the Empire's disaster.

Even if this world is a novel, I didn't want the people who raised me to die.

So.

This is about me, who has no role, finding a new part to play.

Another role that would give meaning to my life until I grow up and take on the role of a traveler.

That is.

My free choice as someone who's essentially a blank slate, and my concern since recognizing the ash-gray girl's existence.

I know a little about the Ashen Witch's life from a side story.

If left alone, the witch will never see light until the moment of her death.

That's the role and forced mission assigned to her in this world.

Despite being sprawled there in such a pitiful state, she receives no help from adults.

Despite being a vulnerable person with nothing, curled up and enduring, she's bullied by children.

After receiving the world's hatred again and again, she miraculously gains power, only to be hunted down by the Hero and the Saint as a disaster.

In reality, she'll become a madwoman who happily smiles while killing the Empire's citizens, so calling her a disaster isn't wrong.

That's what ash-gray means in this world.

From the moment of birth until death, the Ashen Witch's role is to suffer only pain and then crumble away in tears.

A life that ends simply as Villain #1, who highlights the protagonist's group and then gloriously perishes.

A story with no good outcome for either the Hero and Saint who belatedly learn about the poor girl's circumstances, or for the witch who dies split in half by the Hero's sword.

It might have been a story I could just nod at when reading it as text, but now that it's reality, it evokes strange emotions.

It's like a law of this world.

So I.

I kept wondering if I, as an extra, could handle such an important scene based on my own judgment.


After contemplating for a long time, I decided to go see her again.

Finally, my mom's anger had subsided, and I'd reflected while shaking my numb arms.

So I assigned myself the important role of monitoring the seedling of disaster.

"..., Mom."

"No."

"I haven't said anything yet...?"

"I've been thinking, and you're not allowed to go outside for a while."

What is this?

Is she a villain?

"Um, Mom. I was just going to say I wanted to go for a walk with you..."

"It's okay. Since outside seems dangerous until you're a bit older, I'll hold back too."

"..."

No, I don't think you need to hold back that much.

I never expected that my mom, who enjoys walking with me, would say she'd give that up too.

My plan was to naturally check out that alley from before while using a walk as an excuse.

With that in mind, I carefully spoke to my mom.

"Then how much older do I need to be before I can go out...?"

"Hmm, I think it would be better if our son goes out after turning one year older. That should be fine, right, Ain?"

"..."

"Don't you want to answer, son?"

No, damn it.

I can't answer right away because I'm not sure if it's okay to leave her in that alley for a whole year.


I tried my best to persuade her to let me go outside, but I was defeated by what might be a novelistic mechanism.

The role assigned to me, and to you.

The compulsory nature of following your mother as a young child.

The interaction of this mother-child relationship is truly.

It keeps raising questions, yet I can't bring myself to refuse.

Being pulled into mom's embrace, even my small body that was struggling so hard stops resisting and eventually acquiesces once it feels the comfort of that embrace.

"Son."

Even when I pout at her affectionate call, I end up responding with affection.

"..., Yes."

"Mom is scared."

"I'm sorry."

While pretending not to notice her trembling hands embracing me, after considering the five years I've spent with this woman, I can't ignore even such small things.

"I know you're more mature than other children, but to mom, you're still my precious and very young first child."

"..., I understand."

How can parents care so much for their children?

That was always my question in my previous life, and even after entering a novel and becoming an extra without even a backstory, I still find myself wondering.

"I won't really keep you inside until you're six. Let's just stay home with mom for a while, okay?"

"Okay."

So in the end, I nod while nestled in that cozy embrace and gradually drift off to sleep.

Even as I close my eyes and become increasingly drowsy, the hand stroking my back remains gentle and affectionate.


And then.

I find myself thinking again.


This love.

This affection poured out toward me.

All these emotions caring for me as much as my parents from my previous life—what exactly are they?

Is this also a predetermined setting in the novel?

Or is it their sincere feelings?


Over the past five years.

I keep harboring such doubts.


In the alley where even the air has darkened, there is a single stirring.

It's the movement of trying to hug rotting planks as tightly as possible to endure the cold, while clutching clothes no better than a straw mat.

Around those planks, small stone fragments can be seen.

Despite being a small girl who had done nothing wrong, passing children would throw stone fragments at her and bully her as if it were natural.

Adults didn't bully her like that, but if she happened to make eye contact with them, they would glare at her with disgust before walking away.

'..., It hurts.'

If she gets hit by a stone fragment on her head and gets wounded, the wound stings and itches for at least two weeks, often getting worse when she scratches it.

'I'm hungry.'

The only food she can eat is what she finds by rummaging through the trash cans just outside the alley.

If she's lucky, she might get to eat pie or bread crumbs that someone left behind.


The girl looks up at the sky with her dull ash-gray eyes.

The light pouring down from the sky.

The strange heavenly song that rang out with a "la-" sound.

Her expression seemed blank as if recalling such things, but in reality, she was thinking of something else.

A boy whose name and age she didn't know.

A small boy who seemed about the same age as her.

'He just passed by.'

There exists someone who doesn't throw stones despite seeing her ash-gray hair and ash-gray eyes.

There exists someone who doesn't look at this girl with disgust.

'..., What a strange person.'

Even though he merely ignored her and walked past.

The girl thought this while briefly nodding her head.

Ch.4 - 4. The Stubborn Age of Five.
# Chapter 4

Gray carries a curse with it.

Therefore, those born with gray will not die a natural death.

Though not quite a divine revelation, this belief circulates widely like folklore or fairy tales, even among young children.

Because even the color itself is imperfect.

Because it remains as a blurry, faded trace.

Because it's always tinged with gray, like the landscape of the Demon World.

Being born with ash-gray hair that resembles those remnants is enough to be labeled a cursed child.

It doesn't discriminate between races—it spreads among humans, Elves, Dwarves, Orcs, and even Dragon-kin.

And in reality, it causes children to carry a deep curse within their bodies from birth.

The Seed of Disaster, cursed offspring.

It might not manifest in childhood, but as time passes and they grow, it gradually reveals its true nature.

While lacking something essential to being human, they overflow with something else entirely.

Emotions that should be controlled always spill over, making them act half-mad.

No one knows why this happens, but everyone knows what fate awaits them.

Witch Hunt.

From ancient times to the present, they meet their end in a tragedy that occurs at least once in every era.

In any age, the story of the gray ones flows this way.



What then of a child born not only with gray hair but gray eyes as well?

What curse do they carry, what do they lack, and what overflows within them?

And their end...

Does it conclude with the same witch hunt?



That...

Is an unprecedented story, not found even in ancient texts.

- Excerpt from "Episode □□. Researcher's Journal" -



********



Time passed, and now it's early winter of my fifth year.

Since that incident, I haven't stepped a foot outside the house until now.

It seemed quite ridiculous that I'd stayed indoors for nearly half a year, but no child could throw a tantrum about wanting to go outside after seeing their mother's expression back then.

I'd been unusually well-behaved staying cooped up at home, but if Mom couldn't see me for even ten minutes, she would frantically call out for me.

Because someone who always wore a mischievous smile now displayed such bodily anxiety, I had to act like an uncharacteristically good child.

So now that the chilly autumn had passed and Mom's anxiety symptoms had improved, I finally brought up going outside.

"Mom, I think it's about time I could go outside."

"..."

"There you go again, not answering when it matters."

I think I once asked who I took after with this annoying habit of keeping my mouth shut.

Seeing her like this, I think I know without being told.

Just like her son, that's who.

"No, well... It's not that I'm not answering, if my son wants to go out, he should go out...? But didn't we agree to wait until next year...?"

"You said you wouldn't really keep me inside until I turned six."

"..., Hmm. Mom doesn't remember that well..."

Well.

I wonder if she can really claim she doesn't remember when she's deliberately avoiding eye contact like that.

I gave Mom a sidelong glance and quietly said:

"I'm a child and I keep my promises well, but you're an adult who lies and breaks promises."

"Ugh...!"

"If you don't remember, I guess there's nothing to be done. They say parents are mirrors for their children, so I wonder what will become of me."

"Uggh...!!"

With each word I uttered, Mom clutched her chest as if shot and looked at me with pitiful eyes.

"I heard that if you listen to your parents, bread will appear even while you're sleeping. I was a fool for only following Mom's words."

"Kugh...! Son, you can go out! Mom was wrong, I'm sorry for lying!"

Finally, permission to go outside escaped from Mom's lips.

I nodded with satisfaction at the sight of Mom squeezing her eyes shut as if she had no choice.

Hmm.

I suppose this is what they mean when they say no parent can win against their child.

But then again, I yielded to her for half a year, so maybe it's the opposite.

Actually, since we're both acting childish, it might be a draw.

While filling my head with such nonsensical thoughts, Mom called out to me in a somewhat cheerful voice.

"But son!"

"Yes?"

"Children are mirrors of their parents, and it's rice cakes, not bread!"

"..."

"Ehehe..."

"..., I'm not going out."

I might get lost because I'm not smart enough.

Unlike Mom, this not-so-clever son should stay home and study.

"Come on, son! You're smart like your mom, aren't you? Children are mirrors of their parents!"

"..."

Crash.

That mirror just broke.


And.

Please hide that twitching corner of your mouth if you're just trying to tease me.





So Mom and I are preparing to go out.

"Son, did you dress warmly?"

"I told you I did. I'm not a little kid."

"Well, anyone would say my son is a little kid."

"Whatever."

I put on warm gloves and pressed a winter hat firmly onto my head, ignoring Mom who was giggling behind me.

Today is quite cold.

I'm not a child so I'm fine, but it's certainly chilly weather for a child to endure.


If you ask what that even means.

I'd answer that I don't know either.



Finally dressed, I quietly pulled out a thick old piece of clothing from the bottom shelf of the closet.

It's Mom's old knit cardigan that she always muttered about throwing away.

Anyway, it's a ball of lint that she doesn't wear anymore.

Mom tilted her head at the sight of me standing there blankly with it in my arms.

"Hmm? Son, why are you bringing that?"

"Because it's cold outside."

"Mom doesn't understand what an old, worn-out piece of clothing has to do with the cold weather. If you're cold, you should wear more layers."

"..., You never know."

"Ain, Mom doesn't understand what you're saying you 'never know' about... You're not planning to do something strange as soon as we go out, are you...?"

"I'm just bringing it, just because. In case I see a shivering puppy-like kid, I can give it to them."

"Hmm..., okay. If that's what my son says."

"..."

So.

I'm really just bringing it along.


You never know.

If there's a cold-looking puppy in an alley, even this worn-out old clothing might be needed.

That's the only reason.



********



It's cold.

Despite being bundled up in clothes, hat, and gloves, the wind that blows is quite harsh.

It's enough to make my body shiver from the gaps at my exposed neck and wrists.

"Son, are you very cold?"

"No, I'm not a child."

However.

Even if I'm just an extra, the mind inside is that of a strong man who's even been through military service.

I'm not the kind of man who would succumb to this kind of wind.

"Then do you want to take everything off?"

"..."

"You're not a child, so why are you all bundled up, son? Our son is all grown up, so let's run with just one layer on."

"..., Son is a little cold."

Damn it.

I'm about to freeze to death walking down the street—what kind of man am I talking about?

I frowned at the cutting wind that blew again and thought.

A child's body is truly.

So fragile and so delicate that it seems like it could snap with just a moment's carelessness.

The strong mind of a former adult, the thick layers of clothes worn against the wind.

Despite such defenses, it feels like I could collapse from some small, unintended thing.

This goddamn body.

So I made my hundredth resolution since being reborn that I should grow up quickly and become an adult.


Anyway.

I firmly held Mom's hand as she giggled, and worked hard to close the gaps in my clothes where the wind kept seeping in.

I wrapped myself tightly, even using the ball of lint I brought 'just because.'

"Pfft-hehe..., that's why I told you to wear more layers instead of that old clothing."

"..., Whatever."

"Son, do you want me to carry you if you're too cold? You might be a bit heavy next year, but I think Mom can still carry you now!"

"No thanks. I'm not a child..."

Wheeee-

As I was saying that, the wind blew strongly again, fiercely penetrating between the clothes I had tried so hard to secure.

And such a cutting wind is quite difficult for a child's body to endure.

"Ah, carry me. Mom, son is cold..."

"Hehehe! *sniff* Come here quickly, son. Ahahah...!"

Ugh, this wretched body, seriously.


I.

I am a strong man who's been through military service.

I won't succumb to mere wind like this..., I'm that kind of man.


"..."


Ah, fuck it.

Whatever, waaah.

Mommy, carry me.





So the place we came to for a walk, carried in Mom's arms, is Kate Square, where we had been about half a year ago.

To be precise, we're naturally wandering around near the alley where we couldn't even reach Kate Square.

"So son, why did you want to come here again? Did you perhaps want to escape from Mom's arms?"

"..., Just because we were in such a hurry last time that I couldn't look around properly."

And what do you mean escape from Mom's arms?

I'm about to freeze to death right now.

While thinking that, I was looking around the area near that alley from before, turning my head this way and that.

The witch.

Is the Ash-colored Witch still living in this alley?

Since the novel has a plot, she probably hasn't died in the meantime, but the place where the witch lived as a child wasn't properly shown.

Of course.

The protagonists of this world are neither the witch nor me.

Hero Prys.

Saint Rua.

It's the story of those two people who are obviously the main characters.

So.

"..."

Even the miserable childhood and wretched life of that poor girl still remaining in the alley is written in just a few lines in the novel before crumbling away.

Not to mention me, an extra who doesn't even get a single line.

"..., Mom."

"Yes, son? Do you want to go back now?"

"No, put me down for a moment."

The trembling in my body subsides.

I still frown slightly from the cold, and clench my hands again at the cutting wind that blows once more, but.

Just knowing that hazy gray eyes are staring at me from between the alleys makes reality fade away.

"Son, are you sure you'll be okay in this cold?"

"Yes, I'm fine. I just want to go over there for a moment."

"The alley...? Hmm, it's better not to go to such places..."

"It'll just be for a moment."

"Then let's go together, son."

"..."

Is it okay to go together?

Is it the right choice to take my mother, a character in the novel, into the alley?

She probably won't let me go into the alley alone as my guardian, but regardless, such choices are always difficult whether in reality or in a novel.

So at Mom's worried words and expression, I finally nodded and took a small step.

I, who had no connection to this world and was just an ordinary person, take one step into the novel.

Perhaps it requires courage.

No, it definitely requires courage.

Despite being able to live peacefully as just a background character in the novel.

Despite it being enough to just pursue my original purpose of exploring the world and traveling beyond.

Taking a small step into the novel's plot is that kind of thing.

Click-clack-

The sound of Mom's shoes following beside me gradually approaches the alley, toward disaster.

And soon the answer to the choice I made came in Mom's voice.

"..., Son."

"It's okay."

"No, son, let's go back."

A voice filled with slight disgust, slight anxiety, and worry for me.

This is the forced aversion triggered by the novel's setting.

"It'll be fine since it's just for a moment."

"Son, listen to Mom...! It's not fine at all!"

The reason why I question again while reminding myself that she is my mother—because she can't help but feel antipathy toward the curse of gray.

"..., I just want to give this because they look cold."

"Son, I told you not to go near!"

Is her warm heart, her affection and smile toward me, a setting in the novel or sincere?

Is the look of disgust toward the gray girl a setting in the novel or sincere?

I continue to seek an answer to that question.

"I told you earlier. That I'd give this to a shivering puppy if I saw one."

I just brought this old clothing.

And I even said I'd give it if I spotted a cold-looking puppy.

Saying that, I throw the old clothing I had wrapped around myself onto the wooden board.

My indifferent eyes meet the girl's hazy, dull gray ones.

Soon I was pulled into Mom's arms, moving away from the girl at a rapid pace.

But those gray eyes held me until we disappeared from the alley.





I took one step into the novel.

And with this, my role is assigned.

Ch.5 - 5. The Stubborn Age of Eight.
# Chapter 5. The Disliked Eight-Year-Old.

Winter is cold.

'..., cold and painful.'

Winter is painful.

So for the girl, the season of winter brings days more desperate and miserable than any other time.

In winter, chapped skin keeps splitting open against the harsh cutting wind, and for a girl with nowhere to escape the seasons, all she can do is fidget with the old planks that can't even block the wind.

She curls up against the cold stone wall, finding solace in the fact that at least her back can be shielded from the wind.

Last winter was like that too.

And the winter before that.

And probably all the winters before that passed by, cold and painful.

But.

This winter she would experience was a little different.

'It's warm.'

The warmth she couldn't feel through the rags the ash-colored girl wore was present in the thick, worn clothes.

It was something thrown to her by a nameless boy who had merely made eye contact with her as he passed by.

Unlike the children who came to torment her every day, he came after a half-year absence that was barely a memory, tossed it to her with indifferent eyes, and left.

'..., strange person.'

Despite not even seeing her as a human.

And because he doesn't see her as human, he doesn't hate her.

Despite being raised by parents who avoid the ash-colored girl.

Unlike his mother, he doesn't hesitate to approach her.

"St... range..."

So the girl mumbles with her awkward pronunciation, wrapping herself tightly in the worn cardigan covered in pills.

It's warm.

She can feel the heat.

The warmth that must have been stored in a closet at home still remains.

The girl buries her face in the scratchy cardigan, lowering her head deeply to savor that warmth a little longer.

'..., will he come again.'

Will that nameless boy come to this alley again?

She had to change her living place frequently to avoid being bullied by other children, but if she did that, it seemed like that boy wouldn't be able to find her.

When she thought of those indifferent eyes, she was certain he would be like that.

He would withdraw both his indifference and attention and disappear forever.

So the girl guards this alley where they first met.

Every year, every season, she had moved away as if escaping, but this winter, she decided she wouldn't.

'It's warm....'

This winter, she has a worn garment full of pills.

********

Two years passed.

A little more than that—the snow of the new year melted, spring came, and flowers bloomed.

As if to prove this was a world inside a novel, days passed peacefully without any special incidents.

In other words.

That much time had passed, and I became eight years old, still existing in this world as a small and fragile child.

And during all that time, naturally, I couldn't take a single step toward the alley where the ash-colored girl would be.

Though I had wanted to become the witch's observer myself, it would be more accurate to say the novel didn't want a new role to appear.

It was my mother's firm opposition and my father's troubled smile.

Of course, both their answers stemmed more from concern for me than hatred toward the witch.

I knew.

The legend of ash-color is a story widely spread in this world, even as a fairy tale for children to read.

Naturally, I too remember reading that fairy tale book in my mother's arms, and I remember the warning my mother gave me then.

"You must never approach someone with ash-colored hair, son. Understand?"

It was a promise made with pinky fingers, accompanied by words filled with concern.

The rule of the world that a child who breaks a promise with their parents will face consequences.

This was simply what was bound to happen, even without the excuse of it being a novel setting.

So I often think.

I still dislike—to be honest, quite dislike—being such a young child.

Despite having stepped into the novel's progression, despite having assigned myself the role of the witch's observer.

I especially ruminate on these things when I realize I haven't actually been able to set foot in it at all.

At times like this, I wonder what's so "novel-like" about this world when I can't skip time instantly like turning a page.

Look, just look.

During the long two years that passed, all I could do as an extra was fulfill a child's basic duties.

Eat, excrete, sleep, and repeat that endless cycle.

And trying to persuade my parents by saying the girl in the alley looked pitiful would be meaningless.

No matter how much I tried to convince them about the ash-colored story, these two people's perceptions wouldn't change.

They might even try to restrict my actions when I'm older.

Just remembering how my mother scolded me after I returned from throwing the worn clothes to the alley girl makes that prediction quite plausible.

So this is.

My impression of this world until I turned eight.

I don't think the perception of ash-color that has persisted for a long time, spanning well over hundreds of years, can be changed by a son's whining.

If one thinks that an extra child can instantly change a story fixed as a setting, that would rather be proclaiming ignorance.

In that sense.

I decided to be a thoroughly good son during these two years.

Listening well to my mother, greeting my father when he returns from work.

Not causing the kind of trouble a child might, and helping with household chores even if it makes me seem a bit precocious.

I thoroughly fulfilled the role assigned by the novel and led a peaceful life.

"Son!"

"...Yes, Mom."

"Come here and help me with this, will you?"

"Okay, I'm coming."

I naturally acted as a mature son until my mom naturally thought of me as one.

This way.

I'll be able to reclaim my role.

I.

I won't be dragged along by the novel.

In fact, this world is quite peaceful.

An eight-year-old child running errands to the grocery store won't get kidnapped along the way, and even if they become lost in the square, there's little worry as there's a lost child center within 100 meters.

It's too well-equipped with such conveniences to simply call it a medieval landscape—it's more like a novelistic allowance.

Not all countries or regions were like that, but at least the imperial capital, the initial setting, was.

Of course, as time passes and the plot slowly progresses, dangers will inevitably come, but for now, the empire's children lived in a world even safer than Earth.

Except, of course, for the ash-colored girl.

"Son, don't cross the street when carriages are passing by."

"I understand."

"Don't be rude to the grocery store owner."

"You don't need to worry about that."

"You know you can't just go somewhere alone if you want to, right? If you want to go somewhere, you go with Mom. Got it!"

"Yes, I promise."

I hooked my pinky finger firmly with my mom's and received a small basket, some money, and a note with the errand list written on it.

"I'm sorry for making you work because Mom is busy, son."

"It's okay. I've gone with you many times, so I can find my way well."

"Hehehe..., that's right. Our son has grown up!"

Mom says this while ruffling my hair vigorously.

Though my hair gets all messed up, I don't particularly get annoyed.

Because right now, I'm a good child.

And so I became alone in this world for the first time since I was born.

In the middle of the street where many people pass by each other and carriages zoom past on the road.

After taking in that scenery with my eyes for a moment, I too step into it.

I walk childishly, thump-thump, along that familiar path I've traveled with Mom many times.

The alley leading to the market.

"..."

Like a good child.

I head straight to the grocery store along that path without getting distracted.

Like a child of this age.

I bow politely to familiar faces I meet along the way, and bow once more when they say how admirable I am.

After walking like that for about 10 minutes.

I finally pushed open the large wooden door of the grocery store I had reached.

"Welcome... Hmm? Ho ho, you rascal! Aren't you Rein's son! What are you doing here alone!"

"..., Hello. Mom is busy, so I came on an errand, sir."

The bear-like man who was sitting at the counter, about to receive customers with a bored expression, sees me walking in alone and laughs heartily.

"Hahaha! Already grown enough to run errands alone! Yes, that's what makes a man!"

"..."

I think I'm still too young to be called a man, but let's just go with it.

Since I'm a good child right now, I bowed my head to the man's words.

"Yes, yes. If it's an errand, tell me what you came to buy. Since it's admirable that you came alone, this uncle will give you a little discount!"

"Oh, um.... Here."

I fumbled to take out the errand list note and money I had received from Mom earlier and handed them to the man, who read the note with a grin.

"Hmm, I see. No ingredients different from usual. As expected, with Rein's cooking skills, it's hard to make diverse dishes!"

"I suppose so. Mom is still young after all."

"Hahaha! That's right too! Wait a little, and I'll prepare and give it to you!"

Saying that, the man placed more change than usual on the counter and went into the back storage room.

"..."

That man.

I've thought this before, but he's unnecessarily energetic.

He seems like someone who drains your energy just by being around him.

Of course, being so hearty and energetic also made me feel how good a person he was.

I guess even such a good person is just an extra in this world.

While thinking that and looking around the grocery store, vegetables and meat suddenly appear in front of me.

"Here you go! Shall I put them in your basket?"

"Ah, no. I can do that myself."

I said that and started to put them into the basket one by one.

After picking up each item with my small hands and placing them all in the basket, I looked up to say thank you, and the man handed me something with a grin.

"A gift, Ain! You cute little one!"

"Oh, ah...."

A handful of sweet candy.

The man gives me so much candy that it would overflow even if I received it with both hands—the kind of candy any child would surely like.

Though Mom would dislike it, saying candy ruins teeth.

As if knowing such parental thoughts, the man ruffled my hair vigorously and spoke.

"Keep it a secret from your mom, hide it well, and eat it!"

"..., Yes. Thank you, sir."

Because of the man's words and actions, I can't help but burst into a smile.

I wonder how he expects me to hide so much candy.

What an unnecessarily generous and kind person.

I poured all those candies into my basket and left the grocery store.

Leaving the relatively quiet grocery store, the bustling scene of the marketplace welcomes me once again.

"..."

And thanks to the man quickly preparing the vegetables and meat, I have quite a bit of time left.

I was worried that if I returned too late, Mom might get suspicious, but at this rate, I think I can arrive home as usual even if I take a brief detour.

So I momentarily set aside the pretense of being a good child.

With that thought, I turn my feet in a direction different from home.

Away from the market.

I step into such streets.

Moving in the opposite direction of the crowd heading to the market, I follow the increasingly quiet streets.

It's my first time going out alone, and conveniences like phones or navigation don't exist here.

Moreover, I didn't bring a map, so a child would probably hesitate and falter.

Taking steps in a direction different from others along unfamiliar paths is somewhat frightening.

However.

My memory remains vivid and clear.

Even if my body hesitates a bit, the memory from two years ago is so certain and distinct that it pushes aside the childish hesitation and takes its place.

This way.

I need to go in this direction.

Thinking that as I walk, I eventually encounter a familiarity different from the market.

Even though I've only been here twice, it's a very familiar alley.

Kate Square is faintly visible, and the large clock tower is hidden in the shadowy alley.

"..."

And in that alley that should be desolate, there's a murmuring sound that doesn't fit.

I quietly stepped toward the shadow of the alley, and the high voices of children inside echoed and spread to me.

"..., You filthy thing!"

"Ugh, look at how it smells.... Why is it hugging that furry thing so disgustingly?"

"Pfft..., look at that! Getting hit by stones and bleeding from the head? Oh, the blood isn't ash-colored!"

As those voices came and went over the alley to me, I finally arrived at the scene and faced the sight that had only been heard.

"..."

Has she grown a bit?

To be honest, I'm not sure.

The ash-colored girl surrounded by children and bleeding.

Though the same two years must have passed for her as for me, she was there with a small body not much different from when I saw her before.

On planks that were more worn and moldy than two years ago, barely covering her body with a sackcloth that was now torn in places.

"..., Ah."

Hugging the worn, pill-covered clothes I had thrown to her like charity that winter.

The ash-colored girl is being hit with stones and bleeding.

So.

I can't help but wonder why you just stay still while being treated like that.

What's the reason for preciously holding onto that completely disheveled ball of pills?

With that thought, I put down my basket with a thud and kicked off.

"Huh, uh...? Wh-what!"

When it comes to children fighting, it's all about establishing dominance from the start.

I grabbed one of the kids who blurted out "what" and knocked him down, then hit him with all my might while making a scary face.

"Ugh! It hurts, it hurts...! Why are you suddenly hitting me...!! Waaah!"

"..."

If there's a reason, it would be the fault of not receiving proper home education.

It might be proper home education in this world, but not to me.

"Aaah...!! Stop, stop hitting...! Ugh! Sniff, waaah...."

Whether there are three or four of them, if I rush in like a madman, grab one tightly, and keep punching.

Eventually, the other children run away in fear, and the child I hit also flees the moment I let go.

In the end, they're just children despite bullying and mocking others.

I glanced at the backs of the children fleeing in a hurry and picked up the basket I had left a little distance away.

And.

"Ah...."

I turn my head toward the ash-colored girl who makes such a small sound.

The dull ash-colored eyes I'm facing after two years are slightly widened as if very surprised, staring directly at me.

"..."

"..."

I only intended to come by indifferently, give her a handful of candy I received from the man, and leave.

Amusingly, after doing something beyond the role I had thought for myself, I end up making eye contact with the ash-colored girl in this silence.

"..."

"..."

After staring at each other for about a minute like that.

I sigh deeply and take out all the candy I had put in the basket and approach the girl.

Those dull eyes whose thoughts I can't understand at all.

Looking at those eyes, I placed the candy on the plank where she was sitting.

"..., Eat."

"..."

I don't know if it will satisfy her hunger, but at least it can provide minimal calories.

I mumbled that briefly, then stood up again and picked up my basket.

An awkward and uncomfortable silence flowed between us, but I ignored the atmosphere and moved toward the direction I had come from.

The girl who has been hurt by people probably doesn't want to talk to others anyway, and I'm out of time now.

So now I just need to go home.

"..., Can't you, not go...?"

"..."

Toward my turned back, a cracked voice is heard.

A pronunciation so awkward it's hard to understand properly.

Such words, quite blurry and devoid of emotion.

Perhaps she just blurted out something random.

But I know.

Because I read the novel, I know what kind of resolve it takes for her to speak first.

So I'm scared.

The fact that her emotions, faintly alive as embers, have slightly tipped the scale.

The worry that the storm of the novel might gradually pull me toward its center.

Such things come rushing in and whisper to me.

Decide.

Choose the direction at the branching point.

Fulfill your responsibility as someone who assigned themselves a role.

Therefore.

"..., I'll come again next time."

In the end, I make a cowardly choice.

I end up giving such an irresponsible answer, uncertain of anything.

Ch.6 - 6. The Stubborn Age of Eight.
# Chapter 6

Can ash-gray love?

This is a question that has persisted since ancient times and will remain unsolved in the future.

Throughout history, there have been those who developed feelings of affection for people born with the ash-gray curse, but the endings usually flowed in unfortunate directions.

The emotions of the ash-gray are like the sea—they may appear calm and peaceful, but in an instant, they transform into massive waves that crash down upon everything.

These are not emotions that can be restrained, nor are they human in nature, so ordinary people are instantly swept away by those waves.

Even those who love each other passionately cannot withstand the ash-gray fury that might arise from a single moment of argument.

After killing their lover and realizing what they've done, the madness of the ash-gray engulfs an entire village and overflows even further, becoming a disaster.

In ancient times, when fear of the ash-gray was less prevalent, only records remain telling of the many who returned to dust because of this.


So I ask again.

Can the ash-gray truly love?

Can they, as individuals, as someone's lover...

Intertwine their emotions with others and live?

...

In this era.

Is there anyone left who can love them?


If there could be.

Perhaps we could stop the massacres carried out in the name of witch hunts.

At least I, who has studied the ash-gray all my life, believe so.

- Excerpt from "Episode □□. Researcher's Journal" -


********


I can say with certainty.

My actions yesterday were one step... no, at least two steps beyond my role as an observer.

I was too emotional.

The world within the novel, the settings of the novel.

The development of the novel and the future disaster.

As someone who knows a little about these things, as someone who has already lived an adult life, it was an irrational judgment.

Because of that, the witch's emotions, which had been faintly wavering, began to find their place.

And the measuring rod she raised wobbled weakly before pointing at me.


So.

To avoid being dragged into the eye of the storm, I need to restore the slightly tilted scale with appropriate indifference and distance.

You might wonder if I should stack up some dislike to counter the likeability I've built, but we shouldn't forget that the stories of the ash-gray haven't persisted for hundreds of years for nothing.

The emotions of the ash-gray are like the sea—they may appear calm and peaceful, but in an instant, they transform into massive waves that crash down upon everything.

What this means is...

If you maintain calm with likeability but accidentally build dislike, you'll get hit by a wave and die. What else could it mean?

The emotions of the ash-gray are vastly different from those of humans, and I, a mere ordinary human, cannot measure them at will.

Since I haven't searched for ancient texts in this world, I can't say "it's absolutely like this," but at least in the parts I read as a novel, there were no endings other than such a fate.

Whether it was pure goodwill or malicious scheming.

That's what ash-gray means in this world.

In that sense, the best way to restore balance is to make a promise without a set date while the emotions are still faint, and then create a sense of indifference and distance.

"...I'll come again next time."

I managed to set a starting point well enough, but...

"..."

As I think about my next actions, I come to realize:

The human heart.

No matter how hard I try, it's something I can't understand.

The ash-gray girl won't die now.

She will certainly live until some point in the future, blazing as a disaster, and then fade away.

So I could postpone that indefinite "next time" as long as possible, tell my parents to evacuate at an appropriate time, and go on a journey. That would be the end of it.

I could push the witch into the novel's development and live my life as an extra, but...

I keep remembering her clutching that worn-out clothes to her chest while bleeding.

"..."

The wound on her head—if left untreated without proper washing, it wouldn't be good.

The handful of candy I gave her wouldn't even ease her hunger.

If she continues living there, she might really die.

Such thoughts keep filling my mind, and even if I try to shake them off and empty my mind, they creep back in, clouding my concerns and judgment.

Compassion?

That's ridiculous.

What kind of extra kid feels compassion for an ash-gray witch who will become a disaster?


And such thoughts...

"Ain! Come here and help me with this!"

"...Yes, coming."

Were momentarily interrupted by my mother's call, gradually dispersing from my mind.


The house where I live and our family have one rule.

No matter what, everyone must eat dinner together without exception.

That was...

My parents' effort for the family.

So it has continued unbroken from when I was a complete infant until now, at eight years old.

"Son! Dad's almost home, so wash your hands and help move these to the table!"

"Yes, just a moment."

At my mom's call, I ran to the bathroom to wash my hands and then helped her.

Steam was still rising from the food that had been stir-fried to match Dad's return time.

"Be careful, it's hot!"

"Don't worry about that."

My body may be that of a child, but my mind is that of an adult.

I won't act childishly, stumbling and spilling food and getting hurt...

Ah.

I grabbed the wrong dish while lost in thought.

No, damn.

This is really hot.

I suppressed the scream that was about to burst out and hurriedly carried the dish to the table.

"Ain! Mom told you it was hot. Let me see. Are you hurt?"

Since I quickly moved it to the table as soon as I felt the heat, I didn't get burned.

Instead, I just feel a bit embarrassed.

Every time I think of myself as an adult, I make mistakes like a child and curse.

Ugh.


Aka.

Murasaki.


With just this, even this heat is easily...

...

Child.


The bell on the door rings with a ding-dong as I'm moving the food to the table.

"Rein, Ain! I'm home~"

The large figure that appears with such a cheerful voice always seems mismatched.

"Zuben, you worked hard."

"Yes! I did work hard."

Dad, with his bear-like appearance, approached us with a broad smile, and Mom went to him for a light hug.

"Welcome home."

"My son! Oh, you seem to have grown a bit taller!"

"...Ah. Yes."

It's only been 24 hours, so there's no way I've grown.

As I awkwardly nodded at that thought, Dad grinned and picked me up.

Ah.

Here it comes.

"Haha, our son is too precocious for his own good!"

"...Save me."

The bushy beard attack.

They say this is also a father's love, but I understand why children scream not to do it.

Every time I experience it, I think that being poked by a beard really hurts.

Even though I think that, I don't push my father away.

We moved to the table together as I endlessly endured his expression of affection disguised as a beard attack.


Dinner ends roughly like that.

Mom and Dad talk and laugh, and I nod along as I listen.

I agree with Dad when he grumbles about why we have the same menu every day, only to see Mom's expression turn cold.

That scene is quite heartwarming, so I smile childishly unlike myself, but then stiffen again at the rising concerns.

When my stomach is full and I put down my spoon, my parents tell me to eat more, and even if I shake my head, a piece of meat is moved to my plate as if it's natural.

I look at it with a grimace, but at one word of love, at the smile they give me, I inevitably put it in my mouth.

Through such a series of processes, I feel affection for my family.


And that's a bit uncomfortable.

Not because of the relationship itself, but because the questions I've had all along and the new agonizing choices keep poking at me.

"Good night."

With such feelings, I wash up early, change into pajamas, and then greet the two of them before entering my room.

My mind is complicated.

Perhaps I was arrogant when I thought of the role of the ash-gray observer.

As an extra, I should have been content with that kind of life, but did I unnecessarily push back?

But I've already rolled the dice myself, and I'm continually being forced to make choices.

"..."

So.

Creak-

"Son, are you sleeping?"

What disrupted my thoughts was my father's voice, who had slightly opened the door and poked his head in.

"Ah... not yet."

"I see. Can I come into your room?"

A sensitive person who asks for permission even when entering his own son's room.

"Of course. Is something wrong?"

"Well, you seemed a bit down during dinner. I was wondering if it was because I teased you with my beard, so I came to apologize."

"...No, it's not that."

A person who has been concerned about such trivial things all along.

"Then is there something bothering you?"

"...Nothing bad happened."

A person who worries about me.

"I'm a bit concerned because you look troubled."

"..."

"Is it hard to talk about?"

"...I have a concern. But I don't know what choice is right."

Because he's that kind of person, I end up speaking a bit honestly.

I want to ignore the ash-gray witch.

And I want to help the ash-gray witch.

Even if I can't say that much, I throw the difficult branches of my concerns at him.

"Uh... maybe it's because our son is so precocious. I didn't expect you to ask such difficult questions already, haha..."

"It's okay. I can think about it on my own."

Father laughs awkwardly, seeming a bit flustered.

It was indeed a strange thing for a child to say, so as a father, he seemed to be pondering how to give a good answer.

About 30 seconds passed like that.

Finally, as if he had found an appropriate answer, Father smiled and gently placed his hand on my head.

"Well!"

"...?"

"I think you should do what you want to do, son."

A simple answer.

For something he had thought about for so long, a rather simple and irresponsible statement came out of my father's mouth.

So, like a child, I tilt my head and respond.

"...But what if it's the wrong thing to do?"

"It's okay!"

"..."

What exactly is okay?

There wasn't a single okay aspect in our current conversation, you bear-like man.

Even though I didn't voice that question, Father smiled again and gave his answer.

"You're still a child, so it's okay to make mistakes. If things go wrong, Mom and Dad will help you. Mom would definitely feel the same way."

"..."

"So don't worry and do what you want to do, son."

Truly kind people.

People who are unusually on my side.

I suppress the fundamental question that keeps rising from within me and carefully nod.

Even though it's a statement without any particular solution or redeeming quality, it strangely calmed my heart.

"I understand."

"Good. Sleep well, son. I love you."

With those words, Father left the room, and the dark room was once again filled with appropriate silence.

"..."

What I want to do.

It's a choice driven more by emotion than reason.


So.

Slam-

"But son, you know not to cause too much trouble, right...? Dad is afraid of Mom getting angry..."

"...Yes."

"Great! Good night, son!"

Creak- Thud-


So.

"..."

Hmm.

Let's make a choice where reason and emotion can find a suitable compromise.

Ch.7 - 7. The Stubborn Age of Eight.
# Chapter 7

The night sky is quite dark, and equally empty.

Cold.

And quiet.

Like a stage hidden behind a massive black curtain after a play has ended.

It steals away every bit of light from the alley where the ash-colored girl is huddled up, leaving nothing behind.

"..."

In that dark alley, the girl is nibbling on something.

Sweet.

Surprisingly sweet and sticky enough that she keeps rolling the small lump around with her tongue.

The candy given to her by a boy whose name she still doesn't know.

The ash-colored girl hides them carefully so no one can take them away, and when night falls and it gets cool, she takes one out to eat.

Because each piece is so precious.

With sweetness filling her mouth, staring blankly at the sky, she feels a strange sense of fullness that seems enough to get through the day.

With her mind becoming oddly hazy as if intoxicated, leaning against the wall with closed eyes, even the pain from her festering wounds seems to disappear.

Memories can be blurry, but something as simple as a piece of candy makes them vivid again.

She keeps them preciously hidden in the gaps between planks, and only after the night is covered in darkness does she slowly roll them around with her tongue.

Eventually, after rolling it around in her mouth for a while, it disappears.

But with candy, even the lingering sensation is sweet.


That's why the girl recalls that day.

She remembers the scene when she blurted out words to the boy's back as he was about to leave.

"...Can't you, not go...?"

In truth, after saying those words, the girl's mind was filled more with the thought that she had made a mistake rather than expressing her opinion.

The boy who didn't see her as a person.

Who looked down at her as if he might disappear forever at any moment.

The fact that she had blurted out such a whiny request to someone who could vanish like an illusion with a moment's change of heart made the girl uncharacteristically flustered.

An apology.

No, that's not it.

Another complaint.

That won't work either.

Thoughts like what words or actions could make up for her mistake.

The girl was staring at the boy with a blank face while frantically thinking about such things.

"...I'll come again next time."

She remembers how her heart sank with a thud at those words from the boy.


So she keeps repeating and recalling those words to herself.

Next time.

He promised a next time.

So.

I have a reason to stay here.


********


To do what I wanted, the most important thing was just one thing.

The witch's feelings, my parents' permission, the plausibility storm that the novel's setting would cause.

One thing more important than all of those.

"Mom, I want to earn money."

"Huh...? So suddenly?"

I don't have money, that's the problem.

There are many things I want to do, but I don't have the money to make them happen.

You might think what money would a young child need, but besides helping the ash-colored girl, I have a grand plan to travel in the future.

From the beginning, I plan to leave the Empire for the Republic as soon as I become an adult.

It's not about finding romance there, but for practical reasons—the Republic has cheaper living costs and lower adventurer registration fees.

So time is actually quite tight.

In the Empire, adulthood is sixteen.

And I've achieved half of that at eight years old.

It might seem long, but 8 years isn't even enough time for mountains and rivers to change.

"If I want to travel later, I think I should start earning money now."

"Um... was this the worry you mentioned to your dad last night...?"

"Yes, since Dad gave me permission."

Yesterday he clearly said I should do what I want to do, so I thought I'd start with a part-time job.

"No, no. I'm not sure there are jobs available for a son your age..."

"If there aren't any, I'll just deliver newspapers. There are actually quite a few things I can do."

"Son, don't talk about it so casually!"

Mom placed her hand on her forehead as if she couldn't believe what I was saying and shouted at me.


Why not?

Eight years old is plenty grown up.




The compromise we reached after talking with Mom for a while was to look for a job together.

"...I'm telling you, I could just deliver newspapers in the morning."

"Son, be quiet! You can barely open your eyes properly in the morning, what newspapers?!"

"No... that's..."

That's not because I'm a child, it's because I have nothing to do in the morning so I just sleep in.

Even adults who are unemployed normally wake up around 2 PM.

And Mom does the same thing, so why is she only scolding me?

"Hey, Mom only sleeps in on weekends...! Don't look at me like that, son!"

"I didn't say anything."

"Those eyes. Your eyes are very impure, you know?! Anyone can see they're eyes that are criticizing Mom?!"

"...I don't think so. Probably."

"Son... once you add 'probably' at the end, it's already over..."

She's uncannily good at reading my thoughts.

Whenever this happens, I wonder who came up with the saying that parents never lose to their children.

Just look at what's happening right in front of me.

Another fight that ended with only wounds for both of us today.



There was a bit of a commotion, but Mom and I headed out together anyway.

It was for the somewhat strange and ridiculous purpose of finding a job for an eight-year-old child, but what could I do about the promise made last night?

"Zuben, you're dead when you get home from work, seriously..."

Hmm.

Seeing Mom muttering quietly, I think I should pray for Dad's well-being.

So.

"..."

I know nothing about this.

Anyway.

Mom and I started going around to various places.

"Um... so it's not the wife but the child who wants to work?"

"Yes, I was wondering if you might have any suitable work for my child..."

"Hmm... I don't think we have any work suitable for a young child."

"I see... thank you..."

We must have visited about ten places already, and typically got rejected in this manner.

With slightly suspicious glances at Mom, and looks toward me that seemed to ask if I needed help—the kindness of adults is truly heartwarming.

However, it seemed to be quite torturous for Mom.

Bonk-

Mom lightly hit my head and looked at me with tears welling up in her eyes.

"...That hurts."

"I told you... there are no parents who would make an eight-year-old work... Everyone looks at us strangely...!"

Well... that's unfortunate.

I thought this and said to Mom:

"Then let's try a few more places."

"Ugh... son, how about Mom just gives you an allowance instead, okay?"

"How much?"

Yes.

Let's hear how much money you're offering to tempt me into becoming an unfilial son.

The tears of my father who goes to work early and works his bones off—let's hear how much you're offering that would make me ignore that.

"Um... 20 dera per month...?"

"Okay, let's hurry and find a job."

"Th-thirty dera...!"

"Okay. I understand, so let's quickly go to the next store, Mom."

If I calculate roughly how much 20 dera is, it's about the price of a handful of candy like what I gave to the witch last time.

A handful of candy per month.

So in twelve months, that would be about ten bags of candy.

Oh, if I save that much, I could probably travel.

"..."

Such a stingy mom.



After visiting about five more places.

We finally found a place willing to hire me.

"Hahaha! Rein, you look terrible! You should have come here and asked from the beginning!"

"Yes... I should have. Then I'll leave our Ain in your care..."

"Sure, don't worry and go home! You look so droopy like you're about to collapse, hahaha!"

It was the familiar grocery store, which seemed only natural.

It was the last place we visited after going around everywhere with Mom who was exhausted, and as always, the man sitting at the counter listening to our explanation laughed heartily and said he would take me.

"Son... Mom will go home first and prepare dinner, can you come back home safely?"

"Yes, go ahead. Don't get lost."

With her eyes half-closed and looking really tired, I nodded and saw Mom off.

"Okay, Mom will be waiting at home. I really feel like I'm going to collapse from exhaustion..."

Mom left the grocery store looking droopy, and in the situation where just the two of us remained, the grocery store owner spoke first.

"Hahaha! I've hired several employees before, but this is my first time hiring such a young kid!"

"I'll be in your care, sir."

I've never worked at such a young age either.

The man burst into laughter again as I bowed my head.

"Haha! Now tell me how much you want to be paid and what kind of work you can do!"

He said with a grin, but I needed to respond properly to this question.

I had the feeling that if I gave a childish answer here, the man would just think of it as a child's curiosity or prank.

I don't want my plans and resolutions to be treated as mere child's play.

So I should give a realistic answer.

With that thought, I looked up at the man.

"Since I'm still a child, I'd like to receive about 2000 dera per month for now. And on the condition that you'll raise it later if I work well."

2000 dera is roughly equivalent to 500,000 won, which might be a small amount for an adult, but since a child can only do so much work, it's quite a high price to ask.

"Hmm? Alright, then what kind of work do you think you can do?"

"Since you open the grocery store at 10, I can come earlier and organize the warehouse and shelves. I can also take out food items from the warehouse to fill the shelves."

After I said that and stared intently at the man, he laughed heartily as if amused and continued.

"Haha! You're quite sharp for a kid, but that alone seems a bit insufficient!"

"And I think it might help sales more if I sit at the counter instead of a scary-looking man. Mothers are usually weak to children, you know."

"Ha! You're quite bold, kid! What if sales stay the same when you're at the counter? Would you be okay with a cut in your monthly salary?"

Funny man.

He doesn't seem to remember that he gave me a discount and a handful of candy when I came, saying I was cute.

"That's fine. But if sales really increase, my salary should increase accordingly. It's a bet, right?"

"Hahaha! Good! Let's see who wins, the kid or me!"

The man laughed heartily and extended his large hand to me, and I grinned and shook it.

For money, I can act cute and playful like a real child.

That's how capitalism works anyway—there's no shame in earning money.

So, mister, just open your wallet.

I'm going to clean you out.



Yes.

I'm a child.

Not an adult, just a cute eight-year-old child.

Acting cute, being playful.

Loved by adults.


...


Fuck, goo-goo ga-ga.

That's the kind of child who bows to capitalism.

Ch.8 - 8. The Stubborn Age of Eight.
# Chapter 8

A month has passed since I became an employee at the grocery store.

Every day, I wake up in the morning and head to the store, cleaning the interior and restocking empty shelves before the old man arrives.

I memorize the prices and quantities of each grocery item, along with the inventory stacked in the warehouse.

I sit at the counter during peak hours, greeting countless mothers.

I even brew a cup of tea for the old man, who works busier than I expected.

That's right—it's already been a month of hard work.

Ah.

Ahhh...

A long period of humiliation (shame) and persecution (motherly affection)... I was getting sick of it.

Now it's time to return as a proper employee who receives a salary.

"Old man."

"...Hmm. There's no way this could turn out like this."

The sales have doubled compared to last month.

That's probably because of...

My wholehearted acting filled with aegyo and playfulness... the child-like smile I put on while surrendering to capitalism, and the head I extended to be patted while giggling.

It wouldn't be wrong to say this is the price for all that.

Recalling such a miserable past, I spoke to the old man.

"But it did turn out that way. You remember our bet, right? Um, I believe you said you'd give me a percentage of the sales."

"Hey, you brat! I never said that much! How much are you trying to squeeze out of me, you rascal!"

Ah, he's not falling for it.

Anyway, I grinned and extended both hands toward the old man.

"Give me a lot, my salary."

"Hmm! A promise is a promise, so I can't help it! Fine, since I lost the bet, I'll give you a generous amount!"

The old man nodded as if he had no choice and handed me a money pouch with a thud.

"Wow, thank you."

"What a persistent kid... A boy who usually doesn't even smile, yet smiles so wickedly at those women..."

Deliberately ignoring the old man's muttering, I excitedly began counting how much was in the money pouch.

1000 dera... and 2000 dera.

Good, at least the original salary is properly included.

So the additional amount is 3000 dera... exceeding 4000 dera...

"...?"

What?

Why isn't it ending?

The seemingly endless amount finally came to an end after counting another 1000 dera.

"5000 dera seems like a lot, old man...?"

To be honest, I didn't expect to receive more than twice the salary we initially discussed.

"You turned out to be better at the job than I thought, so I put in a bit more this time. I knew you were smart, but I didn't expect you to work better than most adults. So giving you this much is still profitable for me!"

"..."

Surprised by the unexpectedly large amount, I looked up at the old man, who laughed heartily, saying he was getting a good deal by employing a kid who works better than adults for a cheap price.

"Of course, I can't give you this much every time, you rascal! I gave you extra because it's your first paycheck!"

"...Thank you."

What a strange old man.

He's a strange person.

That's what I thought as I watched the old man roughly tousling my hair.



Anyway.

After settling my salary, I took exactly 500 dera out of the 5000 dera I received and placed it back on the counter with a thud.

"Hm? What's this? You don't need to return it just because you got a lot."

"I'm not returning it. Please give me 500 dera worth of groceries each month. Preferably items that can be eaten without cooking and have a long shelf life."

"Haha! You thoughtful kid, trying to help Rein!"

"No, I'm going to give it to the poor dog in the alley."

"?"

"What?"

"Haha! You unthoughtful kid! You really never think about your own mother!"

"..."

The old man looked at me with an exasperated expression, but I simply played dumb.

Well, whatever.

Mom lives fine without my help anyway.

"Ah, if possible, please give me a lot at the employee discount price."

"Well, well, now you're trying to squeeze me dry."

"Looking at your size, I think you'd still have plenty left even if I took a bit, you know."

Since he's even bigger than my bear-like father, his liver must be proportionally larger too.

Large enough to remain intact even if a little kid takes a bite out of it.

Thinking this, I stuck out my tongue despite my expressionless face.

The old man, seemingly dumbfounded by my behavior, finally brought up my sore spot.

"Ha, I don't understand how this kid acts so childish around women. Hmm... I know! If you want a discount that badly, show me some of your cute antics too! Then I'll give you a good price!"

"..."

Argh.

Damn it, stop bringing that up.

I'll have to keep acting like a child this month, next month, next year, and the year after that until I'm actually a child.

With that in mind, I glared intently at the old man, who grinned and said:

"Don't want to do it? Then pay the full price."

And with those words, my body automatically started dancing.



Money.

I need to save it.

I have no choice.

Yeah.



As the afternoon drew closer to evening.

In one hand, I held food items like beef jerky from the old man, and in the other, ointment, bandages, and disinfectant cotton that I got cheaply from the pharmacy next door by acting cute.

"..."

Life is hard.

It's really a tough world to make a living in.



In conclusion.

Regardless of how tough the world is, I firmly grip the items in both hands and walk in a direction different from home.

My steps are quite different from the hesitant ones a month ago—now there's no hesitation at all.

Using the excuse of not having money, I gained a one-month grace period, during which I was able to organize my thoughts more calmly.

I'm going to help the ash-colored girl.

I won't let her eat rotten food or suffer from infected wounds.

I want to correct her awkward speech that became that way because she never learned from anyone, and if possible, I want to help her find work and earn money herself.

This is compassion.

It's the human heart and emotion within me.

And it's a calculated intention.

It's a rational decision to prevent her from becoming a disaster that could harm my parents.

By gradually adapting to society and gently inserting herself among people.

Only after helping her realize the value of an ordinary life.

Finally, my role will end before I become an adult.

The period of my self-assigned role as the witch's observer will last until I turn sixteen and take on a new role as an adult.



So.

"It's been a while."

I say as I enter the alley and look down at the girl.

"Ah..."

Her voice was still cracked, but she greeted me with a quicker response than before, to which I nodded indifferently.

Though we met after a month, we're not close enough to ask about each other's well-being.

And even if we were, there wouldn't be much to ask.

I've been living as usual, and she must have been struggling in her own way.

The new scar on her forehead whispers that it hurts, and the blood from the not-yet-dried wound on her forearm trickles down like tears as I approach.

"..."

I don't know what words or actions could comfort such things.

After all, this is the first time I've met someone in such a condition.

However, I simply approach her with the medical supplies in my hand.

I approach indifferently and first apply the disinfectant cotton to the dirty wound that hasn't been washed.

"..."

"..."

Even though it must hurt, she still looks at me with a blank expression.

Ignoring her gaze, I clean the wound, apply ointment, and put a bandage on it.

I slowly repeat this process for each wound, one by one.

And to her, who is still looking only at me, I quietly say:

"This is what you should do when I'm not around. Understand."

"..."

There's no answer, but her head nods slightly up and down.

I look at her for a moment, then hand her the beef jerky and other food items I had set down.

"...Eat this when you're hungry. Don't dig through trash cans for food."

I've brought enough to last about a month, all items that can be stored for a long time without spoiling.

I plan to visit her once a month and give her these things.

With today's meeting over, I stood up from my spot.

As always, I turned around and started walking away from the ash-colored girl.



And then I hear her voice again.

"...Next, time."

Her voice, still awkward and cracked, reaches me.

"Come... again..."

She's repeating the words I once said.

She's now uttering the open-ended promise I made a month ago.

As if whispering for me to look back at her, making it impossible to ignore.

Because the future that would follow if I chose not to look back became blurry.

I finally stop and turn my head to face her again.

"...Alright."

And so I answer, staring at her for a while.



And as I gaze intently at the ash-colored girl, a thought occurs to me.

I'm going to step away from the center of the story.

I'll definitely manage to do so, especially since I'm just an extra who wasn't assigned any role to begin with.

Then what about you?

What would you like to do, you who have been assigned the role of the witch who will destroy the Empire?



I silently pose this question to the girl.

Just as I rolled the dice.

I tell you to roll the dice too.

I tell you to choose too.

Ch.9 - 9. The Stubborn Age of Eight.
# Chapter 9

I think the Hero is a rather strange person.

Ah, of course, I'm not saying this based on his current appearance.

"...Hmm."

Come to think of it, he's still a strange person now, but I suppose the problem is that I've simply grown accustomed to his strangeness.

Anyway.

Back before the departure ceremony, the Hero would often skip the training sessions at the Imperial Knights Order.

That was probably because...

"Those knights are so weak that I lose muscle mass just by breathing the same air as them. I need to go to my regular gym."

With excuses like that, he would leave the palace and return around evening.

Crazy bas—

Ah, no, that's not what I meant.

So whenever he went out and came back in the evening, he would always tell me about the things he'd seen outside.

"Hmm, the street food was quite delicious today. They understand proper form, selling food packed with protein. Next time I'll buy some for you too."

He would say things like that while eating something strange-looking.

"Strangely enough, people run away in fear when they see me. Am I really that scary-looking? I wasn't even threatening them."

Or a hulking, intimidating human being standing at least 2 meters tall would say such foolish things.

Stories like that.

Then one day, he shared a rather unusual story.

"I was cutting through an alley because I was running late and saw ash-colored hair."

"What...? In the middle of the Empire?"

"Yes. It bothered me, so I approached to kill it, but..."

"No, you shouldn't kill someone just because they have ash-colored hair..."

Life is precious.

Even if they have ash-colored hair, they're still one of God's creations.

"I didn't kill her. It was a small girl, groaning as if she would die soon anyway. I left her alone since she looked like she wouldn't survive the winter even without my intervention."

"Umm... I see."

"As you always say, if there's any divine grace, she'll survive. And if she becomes a disaster later, I can kill her then."

"That would be rather sad."

"That's why you should exercise without rest. How can you eat that bread with all that fat hanging on you? That's all muscle loss."

As I watched his back disappearing into his quarters after saying that, I thought to myself:

What kind of person is he, really?

...is what I almost said.

As I recalled the past and chuckled, a voice came from behind me.

"Rua, stop giggling and go to sleep. If you don't sleep on time, you'll lose muscle mass."

"Yes, Hero."

Indeed, the Hero is still a strange person.

-Excerpt from [Episode □□. The Saint's Gossip]-

********

Winter is approaching.

With it comes the end of my eighth year.

Following the flow of the novel, peaceful and tranquil days continue all the way until winter.

From what I've heard, the Hero and the Saint's training will end in about two years.

That means there will be a departure ceremony for the Hero's party in two years, and I want to witness that scene up close.

I don't want to be like when I was five, unable to get close and barely following traces from a distance.

As I was thinking about this, a booming voice called me from behind.

"Ain! You rascal, stop daydreaming and get ready! Weren't you the one who asked for more money?"

"No... mister. You're going to make my ears fall off."

"I called you three times, three times! Now take this and go make the delivery, you brat!"

Oh my, I'm going to go deaf at such a young age.

I frowned as I took the basket the shopkeeper handed me, and following his gesture to leave quickly, I stepped outside the grocery store.

After slamming the door shut, I muttered quietly:

"...What a harsh world."

"I can hear you, you little brat!"

"...I didn't say anything."

No way.

I think I'm going to go deaf soon, but the old man has such sharp hearing at his age.

With that thought, I started walking.

Grocery delivery.

It wasn't originally part of my job, but it was a service I suggested to the shopkeeper because I wanted to earn a bit more money.

For a small fee of 10 dera per delivery, we would deliver purchases directly from the grocery store to the customer's home.

The revenue split was 8:2, with me getting the 8, of course.

Since there was no need for two people to be in the store during off-peak hours, whenever things got quiet, I would organize the customer's purchases and deliver them directly to their homes.

Since the grocery store was frequented by people living nearby and the delivery fee wasn't that expensive, busy mothers used the service quite often.

Thank you, thank you so much.

I'll save it all up for my future travel fund, dear mothers.

I'll continue to be cute and charming for you.

So now I was out for a grocery delivery, but...

"The address is... ah."

No matter how I look at it, it's familiar because it's my house.

Mother, please stop doing this.

With that thought, I headed toward home.

My steps toward home were unbearably heavy.

Yes.

If you're wondering why I, not an unfilial child, would dislike my mother ordering deliveries, there's just one reason.

"Oh my, the delivery is here~ Thank you for your hard work~"

"...Grocery delivery."

When she encountered me while I was working, my mother would treat me exactly like a grocery store employee.

While it's good to strictly separate work and personal matters, my mother had her own reasons for doing so.

"Ahaha~ You must be tired from making the delivery. Would you like a cool drink?"

"No, thank you. I need to get going. So then..."

"Come now, since you're here, you should complete everything before leaving. Why are you trying to leave?"

"...Mom. Why are you really doing this?"

With a face full of mischief, and equally full of expectation.

That look, waiting for me to take some specific action, is truly wicked.

"Mom? I'm just a customer! So hurry up!"

"..."

"Tick-tock! I don't have time!"

Yes, literally, I don't have time.

I have other deliveries to make and can't waste time at home.

So I bow my head to my mother with a fake childish smile.

"Thank you! Please! Please order again next time!!"

"Ahahaha! Goodbye~"

I ran out of the house before my mother's laughter even ended.

"..."

It's embarrassing.

So embarrassing.

I'm going to die of embarrassment.

By the time evening came and it was time to close the grocery store, I had repeated the process of making deliveries over and over.

"Kid! Go home early today!"

"Huh? But I need to finish closing up?"

"I'll do that, so take this and get out of here, you brat!"

With those words, he tossed me some food made from leftover meat and vegetables that hadn't sold today.

What's this?

It's very suspicious that he's even giving me food now.

Could it be that he's planning to cut my wages because too much money is flowing out to me?

"...You're not going to cut my wages for not closing up, are you?"

"Augh! Are you possessed by a money ghost or something? I won't cut anything, so take that and go see that mutt you cherish so much! Even when I show consideration, you make a fuss! Get out of my store!!"

"Well, I don't exactly cherish it, but... I'll leave early then."

What a nice old man.

I nodded and was about to go outside when I glanced back at the shopkeeper.

"What now?"

"Since you're giving me this, can I also take the old mat from the storage room?"

Since you've kindly prepared food for the puppy with your generosity and consideration, and since it's winter, I'd like to take the unused mat too.

I thought this as I grinned.

"...Are you crazy?"

And I was kicked out.

Of course, with the mat in one hand.

What a gruff but kind old man.

It was still twilight, with the sun not yet completely set.

With my back to the setting sun, I was heading toward the alley with today's provisions and the thick mat.

The weather has become quite chilly, and when I breathe out, a foggy breath appears.

In this weather, and in the even colder winter to come, living outside seems absurd, but there was nowhere for her to stay right now.

Due to the perception of ash-colored hair, it seemed unlikely anyone would take her in.

That would be the case even at my home or the grocery store.

So perhaps I should not only bring this mat but also find some wooden boards to make a windbreak shelter for her.

"..."

Would that look too much like a doghouse?

I pondered this as I walked.

With now-familiar steps, as light as when heading home, I approached the alley.

At this hour, all the children would have gone home, so there wouldn't be any fights like last time.

Ah, come to think of it, some children still come during the day to bully her and throw stones. I should talk to her about moving somewhere else.

At least for a few months after moving, she wouldn't be bullied by children.

Since adults won't touch her due to their fear of the ash-colored curse, we just need to avoid the children's attention.

Yes, not a bad idea.

With that thought, I turned into the alley where she would be, and predictably, in front of the ash-colored girl who should have been lying alone, stood a massive figure.

Wearing a robe that couldn't fully conceal his body, with a greatsword as tall as a person in one hand.

Someone approaching her step by step.

So.

My heart pounds wildly at the sight.

Even with the robe, I can tell.

There's an intimidating presence that can't be hidden by just a robe.

There's no way someone of that size could be common.

That's the Hero.

The protagonist of the novel, the eye of the storm, the one who wields the sword at its center is here.

Tick-

Tick-

The scales of fate that will lead to the witch's death are rapidly tipping.

So.

I should clearly run away from this scene.

"Huk, heok... hup, heurup...!"

Yet somehow I found myself standing between them, having dropped everything I was carrying.

Hiding the girl behind me, I glared at the Hero.

With hands trembling just from looking at him, I spread them wide and growled with the fiercest expression I could muster.

"..."

His gaze, looking down at me without a word, was too ferocious to be called that of a good person.

The greatsword in his hand was visibly being raised.

Tears dripped down my face without my realizing it, and I spread my arms, ready to die.

"Do you know what you're trying to protect?"

I know.

I've known since I was even younger.

So.

"...Don't come any closer."

Why I'm doing this, honestly, I don't understand it myself.

Whether it's out of a bit of compassion or guilt, or a calculation of the benefits I might gain from this.

I can't determine these things for certain, but if I had to say, it's like this:

To fulfill the role I assigned myself.

To take responsibility for the choice I was urged to make and finally made.

To fulfill my duty as the witch's observer, having stepped into the plot.

How much time passed like that?

"Ha."

The Hero let out a dry laugh and raised his greatsword to his back.

Then, looking straight at me, he spoke.

"You're a boy."

"..."

Shit, did you think I was a girl?

Damn Hero.

As I continued to block his way, still trembling, he picked up the food and mat I had dropped and handed them to me.

"That's how you protect something. Something precious."

"..."

It's not precious.

My life is what's most precious to me.

I have many things more precious than the witch who's just standing blankly behind me.

Unable to voice these thoughts, I remained with my arms spread, blocking the ash-colored girl until the Hero's massive back disappeared into the distance.

I'm not going to the departure ceremony.

Damn bastard.

********

On a day that has now become winter.

Today too, the Hero returned late after being outside.

"Hmm, muscle loss."

Saying such things, he approached me and stared blankly, which has now become routine.

"Do you have something to say?"

"I was cutting through an alley because I was running late and saw ash-colored hair."

"What...? In the middle of the Empire?"

"Yes. It bothered me, so I approached to kill it, but..."

"No, you shouldn't kill someone just because they have ash-colored hair..."

Life is precious.

Even if they have ash-colored hair, they're still one of God's creations.

I thought this as I stared intently at the Hero, but he shook his head.

"I couldn't kill her. I was approaching with my greatsword when some man blocked my way."

"What? Is there someone in this Empire who can stop you, Hero?"

To think there's someone who can stop the Hero chosen by God.

I thought such a person should join our journey.

"There was. Even thinking about it now, he was an extraordinary man. I've never met anyone who emanated such a fearsome aura toward me."

"If there's such a person, perhaps we should persuade him to join our journey..."

"No. Even if I tried to persuade him, he's not someone suitable. If fate connects us, we'll meet again someday."

The Hero, perhaps thinking of that person, smiled unusually.

As I watched him for a moment, he quickly returned to his stoic expression and bluntly spoke again.

"You should exercise without rest. How can you eat that bread with all that fat hanging on you? That's all muscle loss."

As I watched his back disappearing into his quarters after saying that, I thought to myself:

What kind of person is he, really?

...is what I almost said.

Ch.10 - 10. The Stubborn Age of Nine.
# Chapter 10

In this world, there is no such thing as a proper school.

To be more precise, schools did exist, but they were exclusively for nobles. For commoners, the only place to receive an education was at home.

Even then, unless you had a family like mine that was relatively well-off and harmonious, you might as well have had no proper education at all.

In that sense, I was living quite a blessed life despite being an extra.

"Is my son perhaps a genius?"

"I'm your son, Mom. Why would you even ask that?"

"Hmm, indeed my son even gives perfect answers. I knew you were smart, but I never realized you were this intelligent!"

Because I had a mother who, despite being a commoner, wasn't idle and possessed knowledge, I could receive an education.

I easily finished simple mathematics and the Imperial language that I had been hearing and reading since childhood, earning such praise.

"I'm sorry, son! If I had known you were this smart, I wouldn't have met your father and would have somehow found a noble instead! I'm sorry I can't send you to school!"

"...I'm going to tell Dad about this."

"Ah! T-then shall we move on to the next subject...? H-history! Wow, that'll be fun, right?"

Hmm, I'm looking forward to dinner time.

It might be a good opportunity to witness a duel between two people who haven't fought even once since I was born.

And so began the history lesson.

"Is my son perhaps an idiot?"

"I'm your son, Mom. Why would you even ask that?"

"Hmm, indeed my son even gives zero-point answers. I knew you were annoying, but I never realized you were this irritating!"

I'm sorry, but the novel never properly covered the history of this world.

I got everything wrong, one question after another.

Well...

At least I'm not refusing and am diligently absorbing new knowledge.

That's how much effort I'm making.

Have a drink.

Your son is an idiot, so your throat must be dry, Mom.

Have another drink.

"..."

And so my weekend ends, filled with studying.

If there's a reason why I study like this every weekend, about half of it is effort for my future travels.

And if I were to find the other half of the reason, it would be for the Ash-colored Witch.

Nobles don't necessarily need to learn at home; when the time comes, they go to school to study.

Commoners, children who have homes and parents, receive some education from their mothers, however inadequate it might be.

Then what about her?

Not a noble, and too ambiguous to be called a commoner, more like a non-existent lower class.

A girl without even a home or family, barely surviving on planks laid in an alley.

From whom does she receive her education?

She learns language from the harsh words children throw at her.

She learns mathematics by counting the pebbles thrown at her.

She learns history from her own existence, despised and scorned simply for having ash-colored hair.

Whenever I recalled the awkward words she had uttered, that's what I would think.

That's the reason.

For my future self, for her future, and for the integrity of the future Empire and the safety of my parents.

For these reasons, I decided to take on the role that would have originally belonged to her mother until I become an adult.

On a weekday.

"Get lost."

"Yes, sir."

I gathered the freshly cooked food the shopkeeper gave me, some old clothes, and the paper and pencil I had requested, then left the grocery store.

...Or rather, I opened the door again and peeked my head in.

"By the way, mister."

"Ah, what now!"

"The clothes smell like a widower."

"Give them back and get out."

"Ah, sorry."

I grinned, winked at the shopkeeper, and ran away.

Of course, the clothes didn't smell like a widower at all.

The shopkeeper was a proper family man with a surprisingly beautiful wife and three children.

I gathered the food and clothes the shopkeeper had prepared for me and was about to head toward the square when I hesitated and turned toward a slightly unfamiliar street.

This was because the ash-colored girl had moved.

Too many children knew about her now, so she was constantly bullied during the day when I wasn't around.

And I was also a bit—no, honestly, quite afraid of the Hero I had encountered the other day.

So I talked to her, and together we carried the planks and what few belongings she had, moving to a new location when no one was around.

A slightly cleaner alley than where she had been staying before.

Yet it was an alley where fewer people passed by and where children were unlikely to come looking.

As I entered that alley, I spoke quietly.

"Hello."

"...Ah."

With my greeting, the girl who had been blankly staring at the sky quickly turned her gaze toward me.

Perhaps because I'd been seeing her for nearly a year, I could sense her emotions despite her almost unchanging face.

And her current expression showed happiness.

I slowly approached her and took out a wet towel that I had soaked with water I bought on the way.

"You're filthy."

"..."

I muttered that and wiped the exposed parts of her body, like her face and arms.

The problem was that a girl who had to live in hiding like this had no proper place to wash herself.

I wished there would come a day when she could properly bathe, but for now, all I could do was bring wet towels to wipe her down.

The good thing was that since moving locations, no children had found her, so she hadn't gotten any new injuries.

Moreover, her original wounds and scars had improved somewhat over time.

The effects of the ointments and regenerative creams I had been applying after wiping her down with wet towels were finally starting to show.

Today too, after applying the ointment, the witch and I just stared at each other intently.

"..."

"..."

She never speaks first unless I initiate the conversation.

In other words, I always have to speak first, which honestly was quite awkward and difficult for me.

The truth is, the girl and I weren't particularly close.

We hadn't even properly introduced ourselves.

We didn't see each other every day, meeting only about once a month.

And the girl in front of me was like a bomb that could explode with just one verbal mistake or wrong action.

So, couldn't you speak first for once?

"Today..."

Huh?

"What... are we going to do...?"

I really didn't expect her to speak first.

"..."

"..."

I was so surprised by the witch's behavior that I just stared at her blankly for a moment.

Somehow, this time I was the one who became speechless.

I teach her to speak.

Despite her still awkward pronunciation, she gradually repeats after me.

"Hel... lo...?"

"Thank... you...."

Starting with the basics and moving forward slowly.

"E... frin, Empire...."

The ash-colored girl progresses step by step toward what will become common knowledge.

She speaks quite clumsily, but follows instructions without complaint.

After simple greetings and expressions of gratitude, she tries to pronounce regional names that might be a bit difficult.

"Capital P, reion...."

"Not Preion, but Prelion."

"Prel, ion...?"

"Yes."

"Ah...."

This is how I gradually expand her world.

Through this, the well of her world, which couldn't even extend beyond the alley, begins to widen, even if just a little.

So as I have this conversation-like exchange with the ash-colored girl, I begin to wonder.

Things she wouldn't have learned in her original state, warmth she wouldn't have received.

Could the witch change with these things I'm giving her?

Since the starting point has been slightly altered, could she escape the storm of the plot?

Escape from the novel.

As a person, not a character.

It might be an absurd idea, but as someone who isn't a character, I held onto a small, fragile hope like a straw.

You.

You, who are still looking at me with blank eyes, what would you think of my concerns?

As always, the end of the day approaches, and we face the time of farewell.

After teaching her words for quite some time, I pat my numb legs from sitting on the bare ground and stand up.

"..."

"..."

This is now a familiar process.

And when I stand up like this, she also realizes that it's time for me to leave and begins to fidget with her hands.

As if she doesn't want me to go, she slightly extends her hand toward me, then hesitates and pulls it back, repeating this action.

So, after silently watching this behavior, I eventually say that I'll come again next time—this was the established routine between me and the witch.

But today was a bit different.

"A... in."

"...Yes."

Instead of waiting for a farewell, she called my name.

"A, in...."

"That's right."

As soon as I asked if there was something else she wanted to know, she raised her hand and pointed at me, so I ended up telling her my name, which she now recited with her awkward pronunciation.

However, I don't know her name.

Although her name in the novel might have been Bellia, she had been abandoned at birth and currently had no name to speak of.

I didn't know what to call her during the long blank period before she became Bellia.

And I don't feel inclined to call her by that name, Bellia, which is almost synonymous with a curse.

It might be a childish sentiment that at least I don't want to call her a witch, or it might be a rebellion against the novel's setting.

For these and other reasons, I still refer to her in my mind simply as the ash-colored girl.

"Ain."

"..."

As I watched her murmuring my name over and over, she eventually uttered the farewell that I should have said.

"Come again next time..."

She says this with pronunciation that seems a bit better.

So.

"Yes, I'll come again next time."

I can only respond to her farewell.

Ch.11 - 11. The Stubborn Age of Nine.
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A quiet alley.

The girl left alone there sits blankly.

Without any particular will to live, with only a shallow desire to do something.

Blinking her hazy ash-colored eyes, she was simply savoring the silence that filled her surroundings.

Moving to this place with the boy whose name she now knew had been quite helpful.

Even during the day when the sun hung high in the sky, she could sit blankly and pass the time.

Children no longer approached to throw stones, and adults avoided her from the start.

The girl quite liked this current alley where people rarely passed by.

So now she would take out the candies she had kept hidden even during the day.

Carefully unwrapping the rough packaging, she gently places the round, pretty-colored piece into her mouth.

Because it's sticky.

Because it's so sweet.

Because the candy rolling around in her mouth somehow feels warm.

Because she becomes dazed as she eats it.

Because she closes her eyes with a feeling of floating.

Because she savors it blankly, losing track of time, until it vanishes like an illusion.

Because the memories that rise in its place make her tremble once again.

"...Ain."

The girl unconsciously calls out a certain boy's name.

"Ain."

The sweetness of the candy has already disappeared, but the memories become vivid again.

"Ain."

Piling up and continuing to pile.

"Ain."

Her empty, hollow insides somehow become filled.

"Ain."

Her cloudy ash-colored eyes shine for a moment.

"Ain."

Repeating, and repeating again.

"Ain."

Swelling, and swelling more.

"Ain."

Before she knows it, she finds herself lifting the corners of her mouth, unlike her usual self.

"Ain."


Ain.

I'll be good today too.

So please don't abandon me.


********


Winter at nine years old.

Today is a day just after the New Year.

A day when the lingering impression of Mom's special yet unappetizing New Year's food hasn't yet faded.

After the rush hour at the grocery store ended and only the owner and I remained, I sat blankly before speaking up.

"Mister."

"What now? I already gave you a New Year's gift."

I had received quite useful winter gloves as a gift, with him saying he was giving them because I was still a kid.

However, what I wanted to ask about now wasn't the New Year's gift but something else.

"No, I was very grateful for that. But I was wondering if I could have some leftover construction materials..."

"Haha, you're a complete bandit. I gave you a New Year's gift, I pay you well, and now how much more are you trying to squeeze out of me, Ain?"

"No, well... I just asked because I saw them sitting in the storage room..."

I should say I'd been eyeing the wooden boards, ropes, and nails that had been piling up in the storage room.

They'd been sitting unused in storage for over a year, so I thought it might be okay to take them.

The owner, seemingly finding my drooling appearance ridiculous, let out a chuckle before speaking.

"I've been wondering lately if hiring you as an employee was the biggest mistake of my life, but I wonder what the person in question thinks."

"Come on, that can't be true. Think about how much money I've earned for you."

It couldn't be a mistake.

Even after subtracting my salary and other miscellaneous expenses, sales must have doubled compared to before.

In other words, considering the increased sales since I started working, the owner could afford to raise another child.

He's already raising three, but having one more for the sake of patriotism wouldn't be bad either.

With that thought, I grinned at him, and he shook his head while speaking.

"Sigh... just take the materials and go home. You're probably going to build a house for that mutt you cherish so much anyway."

This guy is almost a mind reader now.

"Well, I wouldn't say I cherish it that much, but if you insist on giving them to me, I guess I have no choice."

"Ain, if you're going to talk like that, just get out!"

"I'll accept with gratitude! You're really the coolest, mister~"

"Heheh, you cunning brat. Don't just take the materials; grab the hammer and saw from the corner too."

"Yes, sir."

After nodding, I quickly cleaned the store shelves and floor, then went to the storage room to gather wooden boards, a hammer, a saw, and other tools, struggling as I came out.

Man, this is heavy.

"You look like you're having a hard time. Should I help you move it?"

"Umm... I'm fine. I can just make a few trips."

"Hmm, alright. It'll be tough, but figuring things out on your own isn't a bad idea either."

No matter how kind the owner is, I can imagine how he might react when faced with the ash-colored child.

So I was determined to accomplish this on my own for now, regardless of what might happen later.



Damn it.

"Ah... life..."

Maybe I should have just swallowed my pride and asked for help.

What ash-colored perception? I nearly died here.

I thought this as I dropped the last wooden board with a thud and collapsed onto the plank where the ash-colored girl was sitting.

Despite it being winter, my back was completely soaked with sweat, so it was inevitable that I'd end up sprawled out like this.

"Ah..."

"..."

As I caught my breath while staring at the sky, the girl's face soon blocked the sky and filled my vision.

Even though her eyes were cloudy and unfocused, I could feel her staring intently at me.

After staring at me so intensely and tilting her head, she even spoke first this time.

"Are you... okay?"

"I'm okay."

Her pronunciation, still awkward but notably improved.

A normal voice that no longer sounded broken like before.

These things made me feel strangely proud, and I unconsciously smiled.

"...Ah."

The witch, seeing my expression, opened her eyes wide and touched the corner of my mouth.

"..."

"..."

The silence between the two people and the touching skin.

If someone saw this moment, it might look like a scene between lovers, but I ultimately had to say one thing.

"You really need to wash up somehow."

You smell.

Even though my nose is numb from the winter cold, I can still smell it.

"..."

At my words, she turned her wide-open eyes back to their blank state and gently removed her hand.

With that, the ash-colored girl's gaze turned from me to the sky.

Through her gently swaying hair, I could see her ears turning slightly red.



As the afternoon passed and evening approached.

Tap-tap-tap-

That sound echoed through the alley for quite some time.

At the scene of that sound was me, hammering away—something I'd never done in my entire life, including my past one—while constantly tilting my head in confusion.

"Is this right...?"

Although it was gradually taking shape, even I thought the structure looked very clumsy and crude.

"I've used almost all the wooden boards, hmm..."

Since I didn't have materials to rebuild it if it failed, I continued the process despite my doubts.

At least it was a decent rectangle, and the gaps were mostly sealed tightly.

This much counts as a house, right?

"..."

I don't know, damn it.

How am I supposed to know when I'm building something for the first time?


I stopped thinking about it and struggled to set up the roughly built wooden house, placing it on the plank where she was sitting.

Still, once I set it up in place, it seemed to block the sunlight and wind reasonably well.

"Well... they say no one is good at something from the start. I'll be satisfied with this for now."

"...Yes."

Looking at the witch who slowly nodded at my words, I began to patch up the various gaps in the temporary house.

Tap-tap-

The sound rang out steadily.

My hands were already injured from several mistakes, but I continued hammering without concern.

So that the harsh winter wind wouldn't penetrate inside.

So that this winter could be spent a little warmer.

I was earnestly building this crude and clumsy wooden house, filling it with childlike wishes that were unlike me.



By the time the sun was setting, the tapping sounds finally came to an end.

A clumsy windbreak made of wooden boards at the end of the alley.

A shabby waterproof tarp covering the roof to block rain and snow.

A moldy plank and worn-out mat filling the interior.

In this scene, I gazed steadily at the ash-colored girl sitting blankly and spoke my usual farewell.

"I'll come again next time."

"...Yes. Thank... you..."

And so, the girl and I bid each other farewell with what had now become quite familiar.

The meetings that continued every month would end like this, and the day for both of us would conclude this way.





But in reality, my day doesn't end there.

"Oh my goodness, son! What happened to your hands...! They're so badly injured!"

"Well, you know... I was just playing like a kid?"

"I can't believe this! Go wash up and come to the living room. Let's apply disinfectant, ointment, and bandages. Hmm, at this rate, we should go to the hospital tomorrow too."

"I don't want to go to the hospital."

"No arguments!"

"Yes, ma'am."

Unlike the ash-colored girl's day, mine only truly ends after hearing my mother's fuss.

Ch.12 - 12. The Stubborn Age of Nine.
# Chapter 12

Spring comes every year.

Winter drifts away with the cold wind, and the season arrives when buds sprout in the cool weather.

So, like those emerging buds, I make a new resolution.

I can't put it off any longer.

Just like university assignments given once a month, another task has finally arrived before me.

Last time was the build-a-witch-house assignment, the time before was the teach-the-witch assignment, and last semester I completed the feed-her and apply-medicine assignments.

This time, a different task shakes me up, telling me what I must do next.

"..."

Right.

The witch.

It's really time to give her a bath.


But I have a question.

Professor whose name I don't know... no, since this is a novel, I should call you Author.

Anyway, you.

So how and where am I supposed to bathe a witch who can't even leave her alley?




For that reason, I've been thinking carefully after a long while.

In what you might call childish naming sense, it's the "Operation Bathe the Filthy Witch."

I've fed her, applied medicine.

I'm teaching her, and I've even built her a house that shields her from rain and snow.

Now it's finally time to wash away years of accumulated dirt.

It's not because I mentioned the smell was bad last time, I'm just helping her step by step.

Really, that's all it is.

It would be rude to tell a girl she smells, after all.

"..."

Ugh, the smell.



Anyway.

I've thought about four potential locations.

A large bathhouse, our home, the grocery store bathroom, and finally the public restroom in the square.

Unfortunately, three of them were eliminated from the start.

The large bathhouse would expose her ash-colored hair to everyone.

The bathroom at home won't work because lately my mom barely leaves the house.

The grocery store bathroom could work if I took her before the owner arrives, but it feels like betraying the owner's trust, which bothers my conscience.


So the public restroom in the square seems like the best possibility.

There are issues like the square manager's regular patrols, and it only being possible late at night when no one's around, but at least using it itself isn't a problem.

If I could just solve the issue of having to return home in the evening because I'm still a child...

Hmm.

"Maybe I should run away from home..."

I can't even imagine her going to the public restroom in the square by herself even if I explain it to her.

Or should I just bring a bucket of water and give her a quick wash?

Despite pondering for a mere 30 minutes, I've reached no conclusions, and my spring resolution seems about to crumble.


Just as I'm tilting my head in thought, a booming voice comes from behind.

"Ain, instead of spouting nonsense about running away, hurry up and sweep the floor. Customers will be coming soon, you rascal!"

The owner completely breaks my already half-broken resolution.

So I'll just forget about it for now and focus on work.

"Thank you, sir."

"What are you suddenly thanking me for? No need for gratitude, just clean!"

"Yes, sir."

I'll clean diligently and earn lots of money.




My days pass quite quickly.

Before I know it, afternoon flies by as I do my familiar work at the grocery store, and as I help the owner close up, the sun gradually sets, bringing twilight.

After work ends, I head home with the dinner ingredients the owner gives me.

I bow politely to other shop owners I meet along the way.

And I smile brightly when I encounter the mothers who frequently visit the grocery store.

Even though I've turned nine and spring has arrived, nothing changes, and my days always flow the same way.


But once a month.

When the appointed day comes, the gears that had been turning uniformly become twisted, slightly misaligned.

Following those mismatched cogs, a time of misbehavior unsuited for a good child arrives.

I don't consider it misbehavior myself, but the history set by the world says so.

Approaching ash-gray is not right.

Trying to save ash-gray is wrong.

Anyone interested in ash-gray is evil.

The shackles that have remained unchanged for centuries define my actions as evil and whisper so in my ear.


However.

Despite that, I choose.

I resolve not to follow the rules set by the world.

By the novel.

Because I am not a character.

I declare that I will walk a different path from the characters, and so I step onto that different path.


And once a month comes again.

Today too, I decided to break free from the role of a good child.



Late at night.

In the quiet scene where both Mom and Dad are asleep, I carefully took a step.

Creak- Creeeak-

Though somewhat unsettling sounds come from the floorboards, I'm reassured by Dad's steady snoring and take another step.

I've already told the ash-gray girl that I'd come back at night and to wait for me.

I've already given her soap, a toothbrush, toothpaste, and several towels for bathing, so all I need to do is slip out.

"..."

Creeeak-

The floorboards seem unusually loud tonight, but in novels, nighttime compels characters to sleep.

So nothing's happening.

A child sleeping soundly, a father expressing his fatigue through snores, a mother making small sleep-talking sounds.

Tonight too, we're just fulfilling our roles.

With that thought, I carefully opened the door and went outside.


Night, with the moon high in the sky instead of the sun.

Only streetlamps illuminate their posts, and no one wanders the imperial capital.

"..."

I take in this scenery briefly with my eyes and then run toward my destination with my still small feet.

It's quiet.

Tap- Tap- Tap-

The sound of my hastily worn slippers hitting the ground echoes through the market street I've just entered.

The dark market street and the fact that only my slipper sounds echo make it feel somewhat eerie.

It wasn't the childish fear of darkness.

If I had to say, the thought that kept filling my mind was that the night in reality would look like this too, but it felt this way because it was a novel.


After running for some time.

The streets remain dark and quiet.

It continues unchanged, except for the fact that there's not a single person around.

However, if there's one thing different among all this.

It's the ash-gray hair peeking out from the alley I was about to enter, revealing its presence.

"...I, wait, ed."

Unlike during the day when she must always hide, a girl who had walked to the alley connecting to the market and peeked her head out was the only difference.

"Yes, let's go."

"...Mm."

So I took the basket she was carrying and held her now empty small hand to lead her.

I might have gotten a bit serious with unnecessary thoughts, but today's task is Operation Bathe the Witch.

Forget everything else and hurry to the square.




And so, in the dead of night, water sounds continue in the public restroom at Kate Square.

"Blow out through your nose."

"Khung..."

Fortunately, there's a sink with warm water.

There's a witch standing blankly while being washed, and there's me washing the ash-gray girl with my eyes nearly closed.

No.

To be precise, I didn't plan to wash her myself.

We barely reached the square's restroom, and I handed her the washing supplies and sent her into the bathroom, but even when I told her to hurry and wash, the witch just tilted her head and stood there blankly.

It makes sense that she wouldn't know what washing means if she's never done it before.

So that's why.

With my eyes half-open, I'm soaping her hair, washing her face, and scrubbing away years of grime.

"Ah..."

"What now?"

"...It's, warm."

Of course it's warm.

You're just standing there while I apply soap, rinse off the old dirt, and keep pouring warm water.

With me doing everything for you like this, it would be strange if it wasn't warm.

This is what you call normalizing a witch.

I'm doing everything for you.


After diligently washing her for quite a long time, the dirty appearance she had when we first arrived disappears completely.

Her skin is quite—no, that expression is insufficient—extremely white.

I remember that in the original story, she remained dirty and gloomy until her death due to her hardships, but the witch now looked somewhat like a child her age.

Though her blank expression, making it impossible to know what she's thinking, remained the same.

With that thought, I wrapped the now clean girl in a towel and rubbed her dry.

"It's warm..."

"..."

Yes.

It's supposed to be warm because that's why I'm doing it.

Though winter has passed, the night breeze in spring is still quite chilly, so I need to dry off the remaining moisture after washing.

Even if she's a witch and won't catch a cold from being cold, I can't leave her chilly after washing her because she was dirty.

Anyway, that's how it is.


After drying her completely, I took out the small clothes I had bought when I stopped by a clothing store in the afternoon.

"Ah..."

I bought these ordinary-looking clothes thinking I couldn't put her back in the sackcloth she was wearing before the bath.

Children's clothes are so expensive for some reason, and even though I bargained with aegyo and smiles, it was still a big expense.


So after dressing her in these clothes, I face her again.

Her hair, which had been tangled and stiff, now flows somewhat despite still being wet.

Her arms and legs, and even her face, from which I've scrubbed away years of grime, are snow-white without a trace of dirt.

Similarly, wearing new clothes instead of dirty ones makes her look like an ordinary child.


Of course, the witch's characteristic blank expression remained.

But it was nice to see her tilting her head while clean.

Even now, she's fidgeting with her hands and feet while staring intently at me.

As if wanting to say something, she keeps opening and closing her mouth.

So I smiled uncharacteristically and met her eyes.


And.

"...Ah."

As if responding to my smile, her expression gradually changes.

Her constantly blank eyes curve like half-moons, and dimples appear at the corners of her mouth.

She's smiling.

The girl with faint emotions is smiling.

Looking directly at me, with only me in her eyes, she gives a childlike smile.






And so ends a day that was a little longer than usual.

A farewell with promises to meet again.

Carefully returning to the quiet house.

Dad's gentle snoring.

Lying down with a strangely satisfied smile, closing my eyes, and gradually drifting into dreams.




A dreamy drift into sleep.

A gentle hand stroking my head.

Warm comfort.

A bedroom door carefully closing.

And with that, the day ends.

Ch.13 - 13. The Stubborn Age of Ten.
# Chapter 13

It truly was a long time when I think about it again.

A full five years.

That's how long the Hero and I spent going back and forth between the Imperial Palace and the Temple, receiving all kinds of training and education under the pretext of vanquishing evil.

And finally, we set out beyond the Empire in what they called a departure ceremony.

"He-He-He-He-Hero. A-Are you re-ready...?"

"..., Now you're stuttering with rhythm. Are you that excited about the departure ceremony? Or is your neck muscle weak from lack of exercise?"

Such harsh words.

Such harsh words indeed.

"In-In-In-Insults are b-bad... words."

"You're really lo-lo-lo-losing it. If you can't speak properly, just shut up and smile. People will be thrilled just to see the Saint smiling anyway."

"..."

What a jerk.

No, that's not right.

Well, um...

Yes.

To be honest, I was really nervous.

Although I had trained and studied hard for five years while being called a Saint, before that I was just a junior nun at the church.

A nun whose faith couldn't compare to the other bishops and His Holiness the Pope.

The fact that someone like me was chosen, and that I had to step forward as God's representative, was quite frightening.

However, the Hero wouldn't let me calm my nerves.

"Rua, don't tremble. If you keep trembling, I'll assume you lack muscle."

"Whew..., *inhale*! O-Okay, I understand."

"Good. I'll lead the way, so follow me."

He took the first step toward what lay beyond, where countless imperial citizens were waiting.

As the curtain that had been covering us by his hand was drawn back, I finally faced it.

Waaaaaah-

The roaring cheers and energy of the crowd.

Boom-boom-boom-boom-

The military band sending us off with such sounds.

I might have shrunk back a little at the sight of it all.

"Face it. Walk with confident steps."

The Hero muttered just loud enough for me to hear amidst it all.

These were the words of someone who paid no attention to the magnificent scene before him.

He passed by children waving enthusiastically without acknowledgment, showed no interest in the gestures of beautiful women, and simply led the way forward.

So I clenched my fist tightly and whispered my response.

"..., Of course."

With confident steps, naturally.

Smiling and waving my hand kindly.

Following his back as he moved forward, I too walked with dignified steps.

Showing all the crowds that behind the silent and indifferent Hero stood the kind and beautiful Saint.

...

So.

Until the long procession ended and the crowd's excitement gradually subsided, I felt my heart pounding in the midst of it all.

My spirits were lifted by the fact that it had finally begun.

Along with concerns about whether I could do well, excitement about the journey ahead welled up inside me.

That was probably because...

Despite appearing somewhat unhinged, there was someone reliable by my side.

"Well done. Now let's really depart."

"Yes, Hero."

I nodded at the Hero's briefly uttered words and boarded the carriage.

The fireworks that soared into the sky and burst magnificently.

The enthusiastic crowds, the smiling children.

The resounding songs and equally beautiful cheers.

The colorful flower petals scattered about, forming a path.

I will never forget the memories of this day for the rest of my life.

- Excerpt from [Episode □□. Their Departure Ceremony] -

********

A little more than a year had passed.

I turned ten years old.

"Mom, I'm heading out."

"Mmm... Mommy's going to sleep a bit more..."

"Hmm, you used to say you'd get up early too. Turns out our mom is someone whose words and actions don't match."

"Ugh... Stop hitting where it hurts and just go to work already...!"

In this now-familiar morning routine, I greeted my sleepy mother and left home.

Even though spring was almost over, the late April morning still brought chilly winds.

"..., It's cold."

So I shivered a bit and took my first steps.

It had already been well over two years since I started working at Rendo's grocery store.

By the way, I only asked for his name for the first time this year, and the blank, incredulous look on his face at that moment is still vivid in my memory.

Well, you know.

"..."

We got along fine without knowing his name.

Sorry about that.

Anyway, with these thoughts in mind, I entered the market street.

Unlike usual, I wasn't heading straight to the grocery store but was looking around for something.

After all, I had come out a bit earlier today because I had something to do.

That is...

This afternoon would finally be the departure ceremony for the Hero and the Saint.

In other words, this was preparation to see it.

I had decided not to watch the ceremony after the Hero's outburst last time, but apparently that resolve wasn't strong enough to make me miss the opportunity to witness the plot unfolding firsthand.

Besides, last month she had mentioned first that she wanted to watch the departure ceremony.

So I needed to prepare in advance if I was going to take her to see it.

And soon I arrived at the store I had been looking for.

The place I was looking for was a shop that sold clothes.

However, it wasn't the kind of place that sold the clothes I usually wore or bought for her, but rather a rugged shop that seemed like it would cater to adventurers.

In other words, an adventurer's shop.

Creeeeak-

As I opened the door and entered, a musty smell wafted out.

"Welcome. What would you like... What's this? A little kid?"

The man who had stood up to greet a customer received me with an indifferent expression upon seeing a small child.

But I wasn't intimidated by such a reaction.

Even though I was a child, I was a customer, and the merchant before me would soon be selling me robes.

"Hello, I'm here to buy robes suitable for a child to wear."

"Sorry, kid, but we don't sell robes suitable for young children like you here. If you go straight down that way, you'll find a store that sells clothes that would fit you."

That's true, but the other clothing stores didn't sell robes of this quality.

"I've already been there, but the quality isn't good. So I want to buy robes from here."

"Huh, you're quite articulate for a little kid."

The owner of this shop looked quite rough from his appearance, and it didn't seem like a child's charm would work on him.

It also made sense that someone who catered to rough wanderers called adventurers wouldn't care much about how cute a child was.

"..."

"But there's nothing here for kids. What are you going to do? This place is for adventurers, so come back when you're bigger if you ever want to become an adventurer, kid."

However, he is a character from the novel.

Yansen.

The owner of a shop for imperial adventurers that Prys, the Hero, frequently visited before becoming the Hero.

Although he might not have had a significant role, the fact that he appeared in the novel at least once means he's definitely an honest merchant.

So I smile, trusting the novel's setting.

"I came to buy robes with perception-lowering magic. I want to purchase one each in adult female and male sizes, and I'd like them tailored so they can be worn right away."

"What did you hear from what I said, kid? Besides, robes with perception-lowering magic? Do you even have the money to buy those?"

The novel described him as someone who, despite appearing stubborn, would provide what you wanted if you paid him.

Former adventurer Yansen, merchant Yansen.

Time has passed quickly, and I've already turned ten, the age when the Hero's departure ceremony takes place.

In six more years, I'll be setting out on my own journey, so I thought it would be good to establish a connection with someone like him in advance.

So...

Thunk-

Although it might be a bit painful financially, I placed a pouch of money I had been saving for my journey on the counter for something I would have had to buy anyway.

"Two robes with perception-lowering magic. Please tailor them with the hems well-folded so they can still be worn as adults."

"..., Alright. Wait a moment, customer."

He's a merchant who accepts even young kids as customers as long as they pay.

A merchant who provides goods without asking why you need them, as long as it's not illegal.

Today is the day of the Hero and Saint's departure ceremony, as I've mentioned several times already.

For this reason, the grocery store will also close early after lunch.

"Ain, do you remember not to squeeze through the crowd to get a closer look?"

"Mister, that's the thirtieth time you've said that. I've told you several times that I'll watch from a suitable spot, so why are you so worried?"

"As if you'd really do that, you brat. If you get trampled to death, I'll have to hire a new employee for our store!"

"..."

Go ahead and curse right to my face, why don't you.

With that thought, I stuck my tongue out at him and left the grocery store.

Even after slamming the door shut, I could still hear the old man's shouts from inside, but since those were also cries of concern, I just needed to nod appropriately.

Perhaps it was because we had worked together for over two years.

The old man seemed to think of me as a son now.

Yes.

As I always think, he's really a good person.

Anyway.

I left the grocery store and entered the familiar alley.

Over the past year.

The Witch continued to grow steadily despite her poor environment, unlike before.

I couldn't tell her exact age but thought she was probably younger than me, yet thanks to eating and sleeping better, her height had already surpassed mine.

So these days she looks down at me slightly.

Her emotions have also started to become richer, very gradually.

When she faces me, the corners of her mouth turn up slightly, as if she finds it pleasing to look down at me.

Then when I try to get closer to smell her to check if she's washing properly, she slightly furrows her blank eyes and moves away.

To be honest, it's not a good response.

The gradual blossoming of her once-faint emotions means that the germination of the seed she carries is approaching.

The Ashen stories always mentioned that controlling emotions becomes difficult after awakening to power.

So perhaps I've become the villain in the novel who hastens the germination of disaster.

However.

"...Ain, welcome."

There is a girl waiting for me to enter the alley.

"Yes, it's been a while."

"Been a while."

There is a girl who spends each day waiting for our monthly meeting.

"You must not take this off while we're watching, understand?"

"Yes, thank you."

She preciously hugs what I hand her.

"Let's go. Follow me carefully."

"..., Yes."

There is a girl whose lips gradually curl upward.

That's the reason.

The reason I can't turn away from her and end up visiting every month.

It's compassion.

It's calculated intent.

The illusion that I'm fulfilling the role I assigned myself.

The arrogant thought that I might change a character in the novel.

I continue to embrace these things, unable to let them go.

The departure ceremony begins with the grand music of the military band.

I never thought I could get close to the ceremony site with the Witch anyway.

Like when I was five years old, I watch from a distance, but still close enough to see their steps.

Despite it still being afternoon, the sky is decorated with brilliant fireworks.

Boom-

Each time the fireworks explode with a loud noise, the girl beside me flinches and tugs at my clothes.

It's such a scene.

The protagonists from the novel I read moving forward, and the witch who threatened the Empire standing beside me—a mysterious landscape.

However, I didn't feel the same overwhelming wave of emotions I had felt when I was five.

Perhaps I've become too accustomed to this world and my expectations have diminished, or maybe I've been constantly aware that I've already stepped into the novel's plot.

So.

I just wanted to face all the complex things that could only be felt in this moment.

A scene created in words that I could only see once.

The waves of countless crowds that I couldn't see in the novel.

The slightly misaligned gears of the original plot.

And even the Hero's gaze that was now directed at the Witch and me.

I face each of these things one by one and finally stare back into the Hero's eyes.

The Hero's steps continue forward.

The Saint following behind him also rests her gaze on me briefly.

Then she smiles at me before moving forward until even her back disappears into the distance.

Feeling the warmth of the ashen color, I continued to watch everything that came into view.

********

"There he is. The one who blocked my way."

"What? Where, where is he?"

I looked around following the Hero's gaze at his words.

I couldn't see anyone who looked strong.

Ordinary men, ordinary women, elderly people and children.

And a girl and boy wearing robes...

Ah, I found them.

From one of them, ominous ashen color faintly fluttered, recognizable even from a distance.

"The man standing next to the ashen one is the one I encountered then."

"..., But that's just a young child."

A fragile child who seemed like they would fall over from my push, let alone be able to stop you.

However, the Hero's thoughts seem to differ still.

After staring for a while, he eventually smiles at the boy.

The man who had passed by without caring about the gestures of beautiful women or the cheers of children now stares intently at one spot with such a childlike smile.

Once again showing.

That smile that doesn't suit him and that he normally never wears.

"Not a child, but a man. He's been protecting her well all this time, just like before."

"..., Yes."

You really are a strange person.

But still.

If there is God's will as you say, perhaps both the ashen one and that boy will survive.

I can only pray that they do.

I put those thoughts aside and smiled.

Smiling kindly, I raised my hand and waved to the crowds.

Until the path lined with people came to an end.

The fireworks that soared into the sky and burst magnificently.

The enthusiastic crowds, the smiling children.

The resounding songs and equally beautiful cheers.

The colorful flower petals scattered about, forming a path.

While all those things will remain long in my memory, I found myself thinking that I would probably remember other things even longer.

The smile of the Hero who I thought was only gruff, the two children holding hands tightly.

The ashen girl and the handsome boy.

Things like that.

Ch.14 - 14. The Stubborn Age of Ten.
# Chapter 14

A good child.

What exactly does it mean to be a good child?

The girl sat quietly thinking about this from when the sun shone during the day until the moon rose at night.

Good.

Being good probably meant being like Ain.

Ain was good.

She couldn't know what others thought, but at least in the girl's heart, that's what being good meant.

When no one else tried to help her, that boy appeared out of nowhere, approached her without hesitation, helped her, and then left.

"..., Ain."

She didn't have to clutch her stomach and fall asleep hungry anymore.

There was still food left from what the boy brought her every month.

"Ain."

It was good that no new wounds appeared, and that the bruises and scars that used to form were fading away.

Even the sadness she received from the children who despised her was gradually becoming fainter in her heart.

"Ain."

Though to some it might just be a pile of worthless wooden planks, she had a home that protected her from rain and wind.

She had a precious house that the boy had built for her, hurting his hands in the process.

"Ain."

When she recalled these things earnestly, the girl found herself smiling.

Emotions blossomed.

All kinds of emotions that had been flowing faintly became clearer and more distinct as time passed, consuming the girl.

The memories that had accumulated since that candy now surfaced vividly whenever she murmured the boy's name.

"Ain."

Because she loved even the smallest bit of attention he gave her.

Because she wanted to see that face again, the one that looked at her with indifferent eyes but eventually smiled.

Because when she was with him, the corners of her mouth turned up without her realizing it.

Despite the pain of waiting and waiting through the long flow of a month, the girl would sit quietly day after day, passing the time.

"Ain."

In the quiet alley.

From the girl's alley, now peaceful, a soft murmur of a single word could be heard today as well.

"Ain."

It was the name of a boy who was no more than an extra.

"Ain."

It was a twisted gear that had slightly altered the flow of the novel.

"Ain."

And so it became a glimmer of hope that would change the ashen ending.



And thus the Ash-colored Witch made a promise.

A good child.

She promised to become a good child whom the boy wouldn't dislike.

Even while thinking she didn't know if she could become a good person like the boy.

So that he wouldn't leave her side, so that he would continue to take interest in her.

So that she would never be abandoned again.

She made up her mind to become an obedient girl.



********



A stage with its lights turned off.

Though not quiet enough for silence to flow over it, no dialogue or action continues.

The background, abandoned by the novel's protagonists, flows with slight hesitation.

Unable to keep up with the continuing story, it stagnates, gradually eroded by this phenomenon.

Until it regains their attention, until it reaches a scene where they appear again, it becomes just an ordinary place, not even reaching mediocrity.

So.

The imperial capital, abandoned by the Hero and the Saint, is like a theater stage with its lights turned off until the next event occurs.

Occasionally, just when readers begin to forget about it, it appears only as a few lines of narration, described as news from the homeland.

What remains in the imperial capital are background characters described in just a few lines of text: the Emperor, the Imperial Guard, and numerous imperial subjects.

And among them, barely holding any significance, is the Ash-colored Witch.

Even that role is weak and insignificant during these childhood years, unable to board the flow of the plot yet.

At least she had a guaranteed role.

So perhaps the reason I keep visiting the witch is ultimately to ride along with the flow of the plot.

To avoid being forgotten.

To avoid remaining a background character.

To avoid meeting death by being swept away in the novel's storm.

I find myself thinking that I'm struggling to survive by parasitizing the witch's side.



Grasping that thin, long lifeline, I somehow continue on in this quiet peace.

Just as I created a new role as the witch's guardian and gave myself meaning to survive the storm.

Now, I begin preparations to assign myself the next role: a traveler wandering the world.





It's a peaceful afternoon.

The peak hours at the grocery store have ended, and it's a time when I can sit blankly at the counter.

Normally, I would have been bustling about doing something even during such times, but I was idly passing time, straying from my duties as an employee.

"..."

Perhaps it's because I witnessed the departure ceremony.

I thought to myself that it wasn't as overwhelming as when I was five years old, but funnily enough, it seems like it was.

Because I had immersed myself too deeply in the novel's story.

Because I had vividly encountered things I had only seen as bundles of words before.

Perhaps that's why I'm recalling facts I had momentarily forgotten, one by one.

My travel funds are accumulating steadily.

I haven't counted them precisely, but since I'm saving everything except what I spend on the witch, there's no problem.

"..., Mister."

"What?"

"Can I keep working here until I become an adult?"

If the kind store owner continues to employ me, there won't be any problems in the future.

"Do you think that's possible?"

"Yes."

"Spit out that jerky you're chewing and talk, Ain. This guy now thinks he can just eat the groceries because he's an employee."

"Ah, why? This is leftover from yesterday's sales."

"Ain, since when did jerky become food you can eat if it's leftover from sales?"

Well, that's...

"..."

Yes, I understand.

Thinking about it, there was nothing wrong with what the store owner said, but I continued chewing the jerky and grinned at him.

"You, salary cut."

"Ah, I'll spit it out right now. Hold out your hand."

"..., Look at this crazy kid. You're really getting a salary cut!"

"If you let me keep working, I'll work hard without eating! You'll keep giving me work, right? Right?"

Since turning ten, as my childish cuteness gradually disappears, sales have been declining a bit.

I even think about adopting new aegyo to boost sales again.

But I still hope he won't fire me and will continue to employ me until I become an adult.

"If you have time to talk like that, take this basket and make a delivery, you little brat!"

Mister, I'll work hard from now on, so please don't abandon me.





Anyway.

While there was no problem with my travel funds, the biggest issue among other reasons might be physical growth, or physical weakness.

Already ten years old, with time moving from spring toward summer, I was still a child smaller than the witch.

It feels somewhat okay if I think it's just because I'm not in a growth phase yet, but despite sleeping well and eating a lot, I find myself looking up at the witch.

It makes me feel unfairly frustrated when I see the witch looking down at me with the corners of her mouth turning up.

"..."

"..., Why does she keep standing up these days."

Like the witch standing up right in front of me now.

Previously, she would just peek her head out from inside the wooden plank house, but these days she quietly stands up whenever I visit the alley.

Of course, I know it's not because she's taller than me, but because she's welcoming me.

"..., It hurts my neck to look up."

"..."

She still hadn't deeply connected with the idea of considering others, so she had the skill to say things like that.

Damn.

So am I not hurting my neck looking up at her?

So with that feeling, I just stare at her steadily, and as if reading my mood, the witch's knees gradually bend until she comes down to my eye level.

She's probably acting that way because she sensed the strange displeasure in my gaze.

But she doesn't seem to know that this also feels oddly unpleasant.

As she comes down and our eyes meet, the corners of her mouth, which were already twitching, rise more and more.

She's happy to meet my gaze, but since my expression isn't particularly good, she doesn't know what emotion to show.

"..., Don't smile?"

When she finally can't control the corners of her mouth and asks like this, I end up having to shake my head.

As an adult, I can't tell a child who's smiling because they're happy not to smile.



So.

That's the reason in the end.

"No..., you can smile if you want."

"Okay."

I reluctantly nod to her question, and there's the witch, now smiling quite naturally.

So I look at her while hiding my anxiety about her emotions gradually blossoming.

Her smiles become more frequent, and her once slow movements gradually find their pace.

Another time for decision is approaching.

The moment when the ash-colored emotions deepen and eventually begin to overflow is gradually becoming clearer.

However, even while thinking this, I continued to meet her gaze.

Even while thinking like that, I ultimately thought her smile was as beautiful as it was anxiety-inducing.



People say that ash color is just hazy and blurry.

But ash color also shines in its own quiet, quite beautiful way.

Even in eyes that seem hazily spread like ash, there's light that flows according to emotions.

Like the witch now, her eyes rippling as the corners of her mouth turn up, are clear with joy.

Though subtle, the witch smiling at me also has her own brilliance.





And yet.

As I face the witch, I inevitably lead to other thoughts.

She's straightening her knees that she had subtly bent and looking down at me again.

She's clearly not trying to tease me, but the corners of her mouth are turning up in a strange way.

I could have been a bit more serious, but seeing what's right in front of me, I end up coming to this conclusion.

"..."

I should drink more milk when I get home.



Damn it.

Ch.15 - 15. The Stubborn Age of Ten.
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I need time.

To be more precise, I think I need a little time for myself.

Not because puberty hit and I want to rebel, but time to prepare for my journey.

This world may seem ordinary, but it's ultimately a fantasy novel where you'll collapse and die if you rely on ordinariness alone.

It's a stage filled with people who can perform unrealistic feats, like the Hero and Saint who've embarked on their journeys, or the Ash-colored Witch.

For an ordinary person like me who hasn't been assigned any role, there were problems that couldn't be solved by simply saying I'd set off on a journey.

My body will continue to grow.

It's a problem that will gradually resolve itself through the law of time, even if it feels unfair and sad right now.

I'm continuously earning money.

If I keep saving steadily like this, by the time I reach adulthood, I'll be able to buy a carriage and horse, along with decent equipment before departing.

I already have my parents' permission.

Thanks to telling them from an early age that I'd be traveling, both of them said I could go when the time came.

So all the things I've mentioned so far would be resolved with time, but there remained one problem that wouldn't be solved just by waiting.

To put it bluntly.

"..."

This pathetic body of mine is genuinely weak.

I'm just an extra with no abilities, still young with no strength to speak of.

Even my past life was so ordinary that I never learned common self-defense skills like martial arts, taekwondo, or self-defense techniques.

The only thing I have in my possession is knowledge about the settings, characters, and worldview that I read about in the novel.

Now I realize how reckless it was to declare from childhood that I'd travel.

It's not like traveling on Earth where you can take a plane, and there are no cars that can speed along at 200km/h with the press of a pedal.

At best, horses and carriages are the main modes of transportation, and there are portals operated by mages that you can use for a hefty price.

The price is so exorbitantly high that even wealthy people find it burdensome to use.

"Hmm..."

Besides, I'd be in danger from ordinary wild animals, let alone the monsters that exist in this world.

Back when I was an annoying five-year-old, I said I wanted to see a dragon.

I was so absorbed in the idea of living in a novel's world that I spoke without thinking.

So.

In the end, the more this world became real to me, the more I realized how unrealistic I was.

Facts I'd forgotten while being intoxicated by the peaceful flow of uneventful days now come flooding back.

I'm an extra because I have no talent.

I'm free because I have no forced role.

I was given freedom because I couldn't properly accomplish what I wanted to do anyway.

I probably started thinking this way because of the Hero's gaze when I encountered him in the alley, and the sight of his back as he departed for the expedition.

The reality hit me hard—there was no place for me in the landscape of characters with talent and assigned roles.

"..."

Well.

Alright.

Despite filling my head with negative thoughts for quite some time, I arrived at the same conclusion.

In the end, my goal is to travel.

I firmly believe that will give meaning to my restarted life.

If my childhood holds meaning as the witch's observer, then my meaning as an adult is to be a traveler wandering the world.

So let's prepare for the journey.

"Mister, what do I need to do to become an adventurer?"

After all those miscellaneous worries, the place I ended up visiting was the adventurer's shop where I'd gone to buy a robe.

"...What kind of pie in the sky are you grabbing, kid, coming in suddenly like this?"

"I want to become an adventurer, but I'm not sure what I need to do."

Yansen had been an adventurer himself and had met many adventurers while running his shop for adventurers.

In other words, I wanted to rely on an expert's insight.

However, Yansen's response was quite indifferent.

No matter how much I talked about my determination and resolve, to an adult like him, it would just sound ridiculous.

"What do you need to do? Make money, kid. Money is everything and the truth in this world."

"I've been working and earning money since I was eight. I even came to buy a robe last time, remember?"

"You were trembling just buying one robe, and now what are you saying? Come talk to me when you've earned enough money to buy 100 such robes without batting an eye, kid."

"..."

How could someone my age possibly earn that much money?

As I stared at Yansen with a blank expression, he continued with what seemed like a slightly embarrassed look.

"Ah, were you being serious...?"

"I've never been anything but serious."

There's no way a child would come to an adventurer's shop to play make-believe.

To be honest, the adventurers around here, including Yansen right in front of me, looked so intimidating that children my age wouldn't dare come near.

"Well... I suppose a child wouldn't hang around a place like this just to play pranks. Alright, I apologize for my mistake."

"Since you're apologizing, perhaps you could give me that dagger as a gift..."

"Not a chance. If you want it, pay full price like you did for the robe."

"...Ah. Yes."

Mr. Rendo.

I miss your warm heart and the sense of community that blooms in the marketplace.

"Alright, I'll give you a proper answer. What you need right now isn't money or permission, but training, right? A kid with no talent or abilities?"

"That hurts, you know."

This person is inflicting deep wounds on a child full of dreams right now.

"That's not my problem. If you're hurt, get proper treatment, and if that's your issue, go outside my shop and head to the training hall beyond the marketplace, kid."

However, Yansen ignored my glare and spat out the answer to my question.

"Will that be enough? Is there anything else I should..."

"There's no such thing for a human without talent, kid. If you want to get stronger, go start with exercise. Go there, put in the effort, and if it doesn't seem to be working, come back then."

He's right.

If you don't have talent, you need to at least be able to survive by working like a dog.

I knew that, but I wondered if there might be some special training method in this world that only I didn't know about.

"The place is quite good—even Prys, who's now become a Hero and left, used to go there. Though he looks like a monster, not a nobleman, despite his noble-sounding name."

"..."

"Well. If you understand, stop staring and get out of here, kid."

I nodded to Yansen as he waved his hand dismissively, and headed outside.

To be honest, I had thought the Hero's name was strange along with the novel's title, but hearing it directly from a character's mouth gave me a fresh perspective.

I wasn't the only one who thought it didn't fit.

Right.

What kind of name is Prys for a muscular giant who can lift over 1500kg with pure muscle?

Anyway.

Following Yansen's recommendation, I left the marketplace and headed toward the training hall he mentioned.

As I approached the area, a strong smell of sweat hit me even though the entrance was still far away.

"..."

This is insane.

Thinking that to myself, I watched from a distance as muscular men exited the entrance.

Still, I was convinced that if I trained diligently there, I could survive without talent or abilities by the time I reached adulthood.

I don't want excessive muscles like that, but everyone coming out of the entrance was muscular.

"...Whatever, damn it."

With confident steps.

Charge.

So I entered the training hall and approached what looked like a counter to greet them.

"Hello."

Since it wasn't a place for children, the counter was quite high, and I had to look up for quite some time. The muscular man sitting at the counter turned his gaze toward me upon hearing my greeting.

He looked genuinely terrifying.

"How old are you?"

And he immediately asked my age.

I should have noticed something was off and fled, but sadly, I was so intimidated that I blurted out the truth.

"...T-ten years old."

"Free until twelve. Children need to be raised strong."

"Uh, that..."

I don't think that saying was meant to be used like this.

Before I could finish that thought, a huge hand suddenly appeared before me.

"Welcome to the men's club. I hope the boy will also become a true man."

"Ah..."

My instinct urgently whispered.

Run away now.

This isn't a choice.

Don't proceed down the only path they're offering; turn around and flee.

So I unconsciously stepped back with my right foot.

"Boy, don't look back. You can't return the way you came anymore."

The muscular man firmly grabbed my hesitant hand, pulling me further into the training hall to prevent me from escaping.

"I-I'll just come back after twelve and pay the full..."

"Welcome to the men's club, boy!!!!!"

No, fuck.

Help me.

Ch.16 - 16. The Stubborn Age of Ten.
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"Name."

"P-please spare me."

"I don't kill children. Name."

Does saying he doesn't kill children mean he's definitely going to kill me once I become an adult?

Even as I thought this, I obediently gave my name.

"...Ain, my name is Ain."

"Next, address."

"..."

This bastard.

He said he wouldn't kill me, so why is he asking for my address?

"If you're a real man, you should proudly share your address and exercise. Address."

"..."

To be honest, I didn't think giving my address had anything to do with being proud, but I didn't have the courage to say that out loud.

Besides, what kind of gym takes your address first to prevent you from escaping?

"Last chance, state your address. Otherwise, I'll add another weight plate."

This isn't about being a man or being proud or anything like that.

As I felt the weight of the barbell I was barely supporting with both arms, I became certain this was a matter of immediate survival.

"Etero Avenue 37, Number 29 Desi—ARGH! I'M DYING! I'M REALLY DY—NNGH!"

"You will not die, boy!! I will make you into a strong man, without fail!"

No.

There's a crazy person adding more weight plates even though I'm already giving him my address.

"S-shit... I'm gonna die... urgh!"

There's a madman doing this to me right now.

"I will personally guide you to exude intimidation without resorting to such profanity! You can do it, boy!!"

"..."

Ah, this crazy muscular bald bastard.

If I die here, I'm definitely going to ask the witch to avenge me.

Yansen, who pushed me into this hellhole, and this muscular bald guy who seems determined to kill me.

With that, those two earned their places on my hit list.



Somehow I survived, which I suppose is fortunate.

Or maybe it's unfortunate that I couldn't die.

I'm not sure, but at least I managed to survive and exit the gym.

Actually, saying I "exited" isn't quite accurate, since it wasn't by my own strength or will.

"See you tomorrow, boy! Tomorrow you'll become an even stronger man!!"

That's what the gym owner said as he saw me off.

I was dangling from his hand as he carried me outside.

"..."

And because I found that fact annoying, I didn't answer and just stared at him.

"If you don't come, I'll visit your home. That is my mission as your teacher."

This crazy bastard spouts nonsense in a solemn tone whenever he does anything.

And I hate that I can't shake my head at such absurdity.

"...I'll come again tomorrow."

"Good, boy! Take care on your way home!"

He seemed quite pleased that he had completely destroyed me for three hours on the first day. Even his back as he turned away after sending me off was full of satisfaction.



So.

I'm going to get stronger somehow.

I'll exercise and train until I can lift a barbell loaded with weight plates without any problem.

And honestly, since that probably won't be enough, I'll learn swordsmanship or whatever else I need to.

I made a renewed vow to defeat that crazy muscular bald bastard.

But.

"No... my legs."

I can't feel my legs.

Whatever happens, getting home safely was the priority.



And so my busy daily life continued, barely sustainable.

Of course, even after splitting and dividing my time, it still wasn't enough, so after discussing with Mr. Rendo, I adjusted my working hours accordingly.

So now I didn't stay until closing time, but instead left in the afternoon when the peak hours ended. True to his kind nature, he didn't reduce my wages.

"Ain, you rascal. If you keep pushing yourself like this, you'll collapse soon. It's good to work hard for your dreams, but you should also know when to rest."

"Ugh... that's true, but I don't have enough time. Well, as time passes, yawn... I'll get used to it..."

I'd like to do that, but time simply wouldn't wait for me.

So after saying that, I slumped back onto the counter.

"...You stubborn little brat. If you collapse and can't come to work, I'll dock your pay, you little squirt."

"You won't do that... saying things you don't mean again... hwaaam."

He always pretends to be a store owner with a nasty temperament, but since I started working, he's never been anything but kind.

First of all, he pays me well.

And these days, he even gives me extra food and various items every month, saying they're for "the mutt."

As I was half-sprawled on the counter, grinning, the old man shook his head and spoke.

"Just clean up that mess over there and go home, Ain. You need to go exercise soon, don't you?"

"Ah... um, isn't the store still busy...?"

"This little brat always does this even though he's going to leave anyway. Hurry up and clean, then get out of here, you rascal!"

"Ugh..."

At those words, I reluctantly got up and prepared to go exercise, frowning all the while.

Although we agreed to reduce my working hours, I wish the store would get really busy so I wouldn't have time to go exercise.

It's only been a month since I started working out, but that's my desperate wish.

And.

Maybe becoming a child made me a bit stupid.

I believed that if I endured and persevered, things would eventually get better as time passed.



Time flowed on, and my busy daily life continued.

A body that's only ten years old inevitably reaches its limit.

Especially when it's a foolish adult who seems to have forgotten that his body has become younger, and has been pushing his fragile frame like a madman.



As always, I woke up in the morning and tried to get up, but unlike usual, my body felt heavy and my mind was foggy.

"...Ah."

I managed to get up somehow, but it was hard to keep my balance, and I opened the door with staggering steps.

Even knowing I wasn't feeling well, I had to get up and walk.

That's because I had so much to do.

I had to work at the grocery store, and I couldn't skip my exercise.

Plus, today was the day I meet the witch once a month, so I came out of my room and barely managed to stand, leaning against the wall.

It's hard and painful.

I feel dizzy like I might collapse.

Thinking that, I finally lift my head and raise my gaze to see a familiar scene.

Even in the early morning, mom is always standing in the kitchen.

I hear the sizzling sound of something being grilled.

I always teased her for still being asleep, but she's always up before me, making breakfast, just a few steps away.



So.

It's such a trivial reason.

Just the back view of an ordinary woman, nothing special at all.

But.

Because it strangely overlaps with memories from the past.

Because it's a sight that somewhat calms my troubled mind.

Because there's a pull that makes me think of this woman as my mother.

Just facing such a scene, I use the excuse of feeling foggy and allow myself to gradually tilt toward emotions.

All sorts of feelings seem about to burst out like complaints, so I keep my mouth firmly shut and just stare blankly at her back.

"..."

Whether I've truly become a child because my body has gotten younger, even just being sick makes my emotions tangle and swell.

Even though it's a back view I would normally pass by indifferently, various suppressed feelings start to emerge one by one.

I want to ask.

Is this woman, who busily moves to feed her son breakfast despite being tired, really just a character who moves according to a setting?

I can't help but think.

Are those kind eyes that looked at me with concern during my difficult days really just a collection of words?

Questions I avoided while helping the witch and preparing for the journey resurface with the trivial excuse of being sick.

From the moment I learned this world was inside a novel, all the questions I never abandoned even for a moment finally crawl up and demand answers from me.

Yet I swallow them all again and just stare at the back of the woman moving for my sake.

Still.

If there's one thing for certain, after swallowing all those various questions and blankly staring at the woman's back, I felt like I might cry a little.



How long had I been just staring?

I grew increasingly foggy and my legs began to give out, so I leaned against the wall with a thud.

Mom, who was diligently making toast while yawning, turned around at the sound I made and spoke to me.

"Haaawn... Ain, if you're up, you should eat toast and go to work... Ain? Are you crying?"

"...Mom."

Surprised by the tears flowing down my cheeks, she throws aside what she was holding and rushes over.

And somehow that sight makes me feel strangely reassured.

My body, which I had been barely holding up, falters and collapses to the floor.

"Huh? Huh? Son...! Son, are you okay? Son, open your eyes. No, how did this...!"

Mom's voice, urgent with worry, gradually fades away.

The touch that lifts me up is very gentle.



When I opened my eyes, some time had passed.

"...F-fuck."

"Don't use such strong language. It makes you look weak."

And as soon as I opened my eyes, I couldn't help but curse at the muscular bald man looking down at me from beside the bed.

"Am I still dreaming...?"

"No, this is reality. I came looking for you because the boy didn't come to the gym even though it's almost evening."

"..."

Crazy bastard.

As I looked up at him like he was a bug, he nodded once and got up from his seat.

"Now that I've confirmed you're awake, I'll be going back, but you should come to the gym again once your body is better, boy. And this is a get-well gift, boy."

Saying that, he put down a large container next to me.

Protein supplement.

"When you're sick, protein is the answer. Well then, excuse me, boy."

"..."

A truly, genuinely crazy bastard.

After he left my room, the next person who came in when the door opened again was my mom.

"Son, are you awake? That gym owner...? He said he came because you didn't show up, is he not a strange person...?"

"...He's not a bad person, but he does seem strange."

He's probably the strangest and most insane person I've met in this world.

"Ah, and the grocery store owner was worried when you didn't come, so he stopped by briefly and then left. He also brought ingredients for porridge for you to eat."

"The old man is a kind and good person. Unlike that person from earlier."

It's quite surprising that two people came to visit me while I was sick, and they're complete opposites.

As I was thinking that, mom had already approached my bed and gently touched my forehead.

"Now that you're joking, you must be feeling a bit better."

"...Mm. I think I'm much better."

"That's a relief... I was really scared. You've been pushing yourself too hard lately, son."

Mom says that while looking down at me with somewhat tired eyes.

It's understandable, since her son who lost consciousness in the morning only opened his eyes as the sun was setting.

So I immediately apologize.

"I'm sorry..."

"Ain. It's good to do what you want, but do it only to the extent that you don't collapse. I won't stop you from doing what you want to do."

This is why.

Why I think of her as a parent even while harboring doubts.

"...Yes, I will."

"Good, I believe my son is smart enough to handle things well without mom having to spell everything out."

It's because of the mother who genuinely worries about me and smiles with relief at my answer.

With such thoughts, I nodded my head slightly.

"Yes."

"Then let's rest well today."

Mom says that and gets up from her seat with a gentle smile.

"Um... Mom."

However.

Even as I apologized to mom, there was something I had to say.

"Yes? Do you need something?"

"Can I go out for a little while?"

Unlike the two people who came directly to the house, there was one person who couldn't come here.

The ash-colored girl who must have been waiting anxiously in the alley, having waited for a month.

So I said that, and mom looked at me for a moment before giving a slightly bitter smile.

"...Should mom go with you?"

"No, no. I just want to thank Mr. Rendo and I'll come back quickly."

Even I thought it was a clumsy excuse, but I couldn't think of a better reason to go outside right now.

"...Alright. Son, be careful. Okay?"

"Yes. I'll be back soon."

With that, I got up from the bed, changed my clothes, and slipped outside.

And.

"Son."

"Yes?"

When I heard that calm voice calling me as I was opening the door to leave, I turned around to see the woman still smiling kindly.

"Mom is on your side."

"..."

What does she mean by saying this now?

Is she saying she's on my side in this situation because she's realized where I'm going?

Or.

Is it an answer to the long-standing questions I've been harboring?

With such thoughts, I just stared at her, and as if trying to cut through my doubts, she spoke to me again.

"You know that, right?"

"...Of course."

So.

I nodded, not really understanding what her words meant.

After briefly watching her hand wave gently, telling me to take care, I finally stepped toward the alley.



A bit late in the day.

In the alley that had grown dark as the sun had almost set, there was a girl looking around as if waiting for someone.

A girl who would lift her head like a rabbit at the sound of my footsteps, making strangely cute gestures with her ears perked up.

"Sorry... I'm a bit late."

And the moment I spoke first, there was a girl who emerged from a small wooden shack and approached me with steps that were neither leisurely nor hurried.

And she immediately asked.

"...Are you sick?"

Whether she could tell right away from observing me over time, she expressed concern rather than asking why I was late as soon as we faced each other.

So I answered honestly.

Even though I knew better than to keep stirring up the ash-colored girl's emotions.

"Mm... I'm not feeling well today."

"Don't be sick. You can't be sick."

I thought I wanted to see that concern directed at me, that look in her eyes.

And as she said I shouldn't be sick, she examined various parts of my body with slightly quicker movements than usual.

Just like I had done for her in the past.

She gently raised her hand to touch my forehead, carefully lifted my arm to check for wounds.

Crouching down, she looked at my legs and feet to see if they were okay.

Still unsure, she ran to the wooden shack and brought back the ointment and bandages I had given her.

"..."

"This makes it not hurt."

So I couldn't help but break into a smile.

"Thank you."

"Don't be sick. Don't die."

After saying that, I squeezed out a little of the ointment she gave me, applied it to the back of my hand where there was no wound, and waved my hand to tell her that it would be fine now.

Nevertheless, the corners of her mouth didn't turn up.

She was still busy examining me here and there with a strange look of concern.



And.

When our brief monthly meeting was over and I was about to turn to leave.

She quietly called my name.

"Ain."

"Yes?"

"...If you're sick, you don't have to come."

"..."

"I can wait longer."

I don't answer that.

I just gazed steadily at the witch who said those words while not taking her eyes off me.
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There are wounds.

Even though the children who threw stones while moving from place to place haven't found the girl.

On the girl's hidden forearms and thighs, there are wounds that aren't old.

"..."

Traces gradually accumulate, bit by bit, every day, in places the boy named Ain wouldn't be able to see.

If asked whether it was someone else's bullying, it wasn't, but if asked again whether it was bullying, that would be correct.

"Ain."

I want to see you.

"Ain."

I wish a month would pass quickly.

"Ain."

I don't want to be alone.

Ain.

There is an ash-colored girl whispering toward the sky like that.

Because ash-colored emotions are always precarious, and also something that swells up in an instant.

Because it's too overwhelming for a young girl to handle alone.

As time passes, the emotions that grow more intense as she approaches the turning point of being ash-colored.

"Ain."

There is a girl who presses her fingernails into her forearms and thighs to endure the overflowing stream of emotions.

Only after blood flows and wounds form does she sigh in relief as her emotions finally calm down.

The girl, bewildered by the increasingly intense colors of emotion, often made such choices.

With no proper way to suppress the pouring emotions, she calms them by inflicting pain on herself.

Though she told the boy she was fine and could wait longer, looking at the girl trembling and bleeding, it seems otherwise.

But the girl thought.

She must be a good child.

To avoid being abandoned by him, she must face him as a good, very good child.

Because if she pours out these emotions she's been suppressing inside, he will surely run away.

She ends up thinking that the pain she's been familiar with since childhood is preferable.

"Ain."

I'm still waiting.

"Ain."

I can keep waiting.

"..., Ain."

So please don't abandon me.

In an autumn when the wind gradually turns cool.

That's how another wound forms on the girl's body.

Though it may not be someone else's bullying, it is certainly bullying.

********

Autumn.

When that season of harvesting grain arrives, the citizens of the Empire move busily.

Thanksgiving.

Unable to hide their excitement to enjoy that festival found everywhere, everyone steps forward immersed in the atmosphere.

It's a happiness that began before I was five and continues through every moment of greeting autumn at ten years old.

Though it's something I now say too naturally.

Everyone wore happy smiles except only the ash-colored girl.

And I was the same.

The autumn festival that happened every year was quite enjoyable, and the atmosphere that lasted for days made my heart flutter.

The scenery I thought beautiful even when I had only read about it in words had something even more ticklish when faced in reality.

Without realizing it, I would slip in among it all to enjoy it, and soon find myself smiling.

Perhaps inevitably, there's a strange bitterness in that process.

The rationalization that I had to leave the witch in the alley and come alone.

The sight of her waving her hands saying she was fine, while remaining in the alley looking only at me.

From the days when I stared blankly with a puzzled expression to the days after I began to smile with emotion.

Those things were certainly bitter and made my chest strangely uncomfortable, but I dismissed it all with just the excuse that it couldn't be helped.

Every autumn had been like that, from before I met her until now.

"Ain."

"..."

However.

"Have fun."

"..."

Human emotions are never constant.

I waver as the girl tries to see me off, waving her hand as if it's natural.

And I flutter again at the sight of her still looking only at me, and raising the corners of her mouth like that.

"..., Let's go together this time."

"Huh...?"

I made an emotional choice that even I couldn't understand.

"You want to see the festival too, right?"

"Can I... go?"

Saying that, I finally grabbed the girl's wrist and pulled her along.

"You can go."

"..., Really?"

The corners of her mouth rising with joy, her eyes trembling with anxiety.

Not knowing exactly what emotion to express, she asks me several times, and I nod.

"You want to see it too, right? Let's go."

"..., Okay."

Suppressing another anxiety that arises from this choice, I smiled as I said those words.

"Thank you...."

So I hear a grateful response.

A bright smile is directed at me.

So.

Even the ash color that everyone calls ominous can become a light that brightens the festival.

The girl who hasn't committed any sin yet deserves to enjoy that pleasure.

If everyone is going to call it a festival where everyone is happy, then she too, who smiles even more brightly at just the simple suggestion to go together.

She deserves to slip into the festival scenery and find happiness.

Other characters might disagree.

But at least this extra who hasn't been assigned a role.

At least I, who gave myself the role of the witch's guardian, wanted to say so.

The Thanksgiving festival begins when the sun gradually sets.

When the sky turns purple and colorful, darkening, and the colors of the scenery created by the citizens deepen.

"Make sure to keep your robe well covered, okay?"

"Yes. I'll keep it on well."

Firmly holding the hand of the robed girl, I step into the festival street crowded with people.

Two small footsteps join the scenery I've always thought beautiful.

BOOM-

Fireworks shot simultaneously declare that this year's festival has finally begun.

"Ah...."

So there is a girl staring blankly at that sight.

I was somewhat curious about what emotions she would feel seeing scenery she had never seen in her life, but I think I could tell without having to ask.

The hand holding mine loosens a bit, as if momentarily captivated by the colors gradually spreading.

The eyes that had been looking only at me until we reached the festival street now alternately look at the sky where fireworks burst and the long line of street stalls.

So I grabbed her hand firmly again and spoke.

"Don't let go of my hand."

"Ah...."

Though I want to let her enjoy the atmosphere, this world cruelly doesn't allow her happiness.

There is a forced power that leads to unhappiness.

So while I'm glad she seems to like it, I always had to be careful of situations where we might lose hold of each other's hands in such a crowded place.

If her robe were to come off and people looked at us with hateful gazes.

Even if adults kept their distance, children would come close, throwing stones and mocking.

And then the Empire's guards would come and take us away.

I firmly held that hand slightly protruding from the edge of the robe, to prevent such common fantasies that might become reality.

Of course, although she was wearing a robe that could hide her identity, without the perception-lowering magic that concealed her ash-colored hair and eyes, it was quite an ordinary robe.

So.

I pressed down on the hood of the girl whose expression had fallen a bit apologetically, and stepped toward a direction with fewer people.

We can enjoy the festival without being discovered by others.

At least for today, I'll make sure she can enjoy the atmosphere with a smile like others.

With that thought, I began moving toward places that might have things she would like.

The heat of a festival may look beautiful from a distance, but as you get closer, there's something strangely dizzying about it.

"Here, skewers for just 20 dera! Buy two for 30 dera!!"

"Come get fruit shaved ice!! Pretty lady over there! Come now and I'll give you a discount!!"

Merchants' shouts can be heard from the long line of stalls.

"Moooom! I want this!! I said I want this!!"

"I've told you no so many times! Why buy something we already have at home!"

The whining of children who came with their mothers can be heard.

WAAAAAAH-

Or people shout cheers that are no different from screams for performances held nearby.

Those scenes were quite familiar to me through years of experience, but they probably weren't for her.

"A-Ain...."

Until just now, she had been looking around curiously as if everything was fascinating, but now she was sticking close behind my back, frightened by the heat emanating from the people.

It was almost as if she was hugging me from behind.

However, I could also feel the trembling of the hand gripping my waist.

So instead of telling her to let go, I said something that might reassure her.

"Is there anything you want to eat? Let's just buy that and go somewhere with fewer people."

"S-something I want to eat...."

At my words, her head, which had been half-lowered, rose and quickly scanned the surroundings, sniffing.

It was a bit strange how she relied on smell first, turning her head this way and that like a puppy, but soon her gaze was focused on one place.

"Can I try that?"

"Ah..., sure. Let's eat that."

So I nodded and moved toward the food she had chosen.

No.

It might be a stretch to call it food, so it would be more accurate to call it a snack.

"Mister, two cotton candies please."

"Haha! Sure, sure, that's 20 dera for two! Wait just a moment and I'll make them right away!"

What the ash-colored girl had been staring at for a long time and said she wanted to eat was cotton candy that looked like a cloud with a subtle color.

As I've been thinking all along, she really likes sweet things, probably because I've been bringing her candy since she was young.

When I visited her with food once a month, she would always look around in the basket I brought, searching for candy.

And such a girl.

"Ah!"

She was eagerly watching the process of cotton candy gradually being created from thin air.

As the man swirled the wooden stick around, her head also swirled along with him.

Though the man couldn't see her expression because of the robe, he burst into laughter at her cute behavior and swirled the wooden stick even more dynamically.

Following that, her head keeps tilting whick-whick-, which is somewhat like a small animal.

It's quite similar to how they focus and express cuteness when food is waved back and forth in front of them.

"Hahaha! Well, aren't you a cute child! Here, your cotton candy is ready!"

And when the cotton candy is finally complete and a large cloud-like mass is thrust forward.

"Wow...."

She holds the cotton candy preciously and looks alternately at me and the cotton candy with uncharacteristically sparkling eyes.

"Let's go."

"Okay...."

As I've said before.

Indeed, even ash color has its own brilliant light.

That light reveals emotions, twinkling continuously even while hidden by the robe.

I led her, excited with cotton candy in hand, to the rooftop of a building.

While holding my hand and following along pitter-patter, her gaze was focused on the cotton candy, and if I looked away for a moment, the size of that cloud mass gradually decreased.

So by the time we finally reached the rooftop.

"..."

"Eat mine too."

Since only an empty stick remained in her hand, making her look bewildered.

I burst into laughter and handed her the cotton candy I was holding as well.

"Eh, can I eat it...?"

"Yes, it's fine."

Since I didn't particularly like sticky and sweet snacks like cotton candy in the first place, I offered it to her as she looked at me with expectant eyes.

And quite naturally, her gaze follows it intently.

"..., Thank you."

The grateful words uttered with a smile are directed at the cotton candy, not me.

While that was quite cute, it felt a bit strange to have lost to cotton candy rather than a person.

"Wow...."

In the end, even that feeling dissipated with a chuckle as she eagerly munched on the cotton candy, which didn't even have anything to chew.

Anyway.

Evening has fallen and the sky has darkened, so what can be seen from the rooftop are the lights illuminating the streets, and the citizens who still fill and surge through the streets.

And although we've stepped away to catch our breath, I hope that the witch and I will once again enter that scenery and be used as part of the scene.

I want to say that the little boy and the girl with ash color, who are merely background characters, are shining in their own way even on a stage without a protagonist.

That I don't want to end with just such a life and a miserable death.

That I will break free from the assigned role and obtain a new life.

I find myself recalling the resolution I've made many times.

However, I didn't reveal those inner thoughts.

I ask the girl who has finished eating the cotton candy and is now standing blankly, looking at me, as if addressing an ordinary person.

"Is the festival fun?"

"Yes..., it's fun."

Looking at her who now answers with pronunciation that's no longer awkward.

"Is there anything else you want to do next?"

"I, I want to watch that performance over there...."

I nod to the girl who is now full of expectation, alternately looking at me and the scenery.

"Okay. Then let's rest a bit and go there."

"Okay."

I respond with a smile to her who finally smiles and quietly approaches me.

The festival continues for a long time.

And we traverse through it.

Ch.18 - 18. The Stubborn Age of Twelve.
# Chapter 18

Twelve years old.

Two years have passed since last autumn.

If you were to ask if anything special happened during that time, I'd say not really.

There weren't any particular problems, and if I had to mention something, it would be my growth over that period of time.

I now look down at the ash-colored girl, who has become a bit too mature to be called a girl anymore.

The height difference between us has grown quite significantly, so when I go to the alley, she waits for me standing on something like a wooden box.

Her intention to meet my eyes is so obvious that I burst into laughter whenever I see her like that.

However, even that doesn't completely close the height gap, so her slightly pouty expression as she looks me up and down has become part of our daily routine.

So when I tilt my head mimicking her, she frantically waves her hands up and down as if telling me to bend my knees.

I guess she really likes the fact that she's taller that way.

How cheeky of her.

Moreover, like most boys my age, my voice has started changing, becoming much deeper.

The childish voice that was close to a falsetto is gone, replaced by a rather husky one that surprises even me.

My mother finds my voice creepy, and the ash-colored woman, not knowing what puberty is, worries every month thinking I might be injured.

So.

Even though nothing special happened, I've experienced those kinds of changes.

Changes that make me keenly aware that time has passed differently than before.

However, the muscular bald man seems to think differently.

"Hmm, you have no talent. Only that much muscle after two years of time."

"I think this is plenty of muscle."

I wanted to say that there's definitely been a change in my muscles since I've been exercising consistently for two years.

"But if that's all you have, you're still just a boy, not a man."

"I'm twelve years old, so of course I'm a boy, not a man."

Despite having muscles unusual for a boy my age, the gym owner beside me was expressing his dissatisfaction.

"No, twelve is a man. Because it's an age where you can't use the gym for free."

"..."

What a strange person.

I'm being completely honest—he's consistently been a crazy person throughout these two years.

"Rini, please stop saying such weird things. That's why you have so few new members. If you advertised normally, business would be booming."

Setting aside the fact that this muscular bald man has the cute name "Rini"...

"Boy, what's good about booming business?"

"What's good? You make a lot of money."

Despite being genuinely skilled, he's mentally unstable, which is probably why hardly any new members register at the gym.

"But money earned that way can't be converted into muscles. So no matter how much money you have, it's useless, boy."

"Then don't charge money if it's useless, just let people use the gym for free."

"..., but before being a muscle man, as a person, I need to pay rent. So pay your membership fee for this month, boy."

It's strange how this mentally unstable person can be so practical about certain things.

"..."

"..."

Look at that crazy baldy, turning his head away in embarrassment after what he just said.

If he's going to charge membership fees from a twelve-year-old like me, he shouldn't say things like money is unnecessary.

With these thoughts, I paid this month's membership fee and headed outside.

So.

The changes over these two years have been nothing but good for me.

Even the most difficult issue of physical growth was gradually being resolved, so there were only good signs.

"Hmm, the store's sales are dropping. Ain, what do you think?"

"..."

At least that's what I thought until I heard Mr. Rendo's voice.

"Ain, you didn't happen to miss what I said, did you? I clearly said sales are dropping."

"Wh-what? Why would sales be dropping...?"

I played dumb in my response, but in truth, I couldn't help but know why they were dropping.

Twelve years old.

Muscles that have grown unlike a typical boy, height that has shot up rapidly.

A husky voice changed by puberty.

"Yes, since you don't seem to understand, let me tell you exactly what I mean."

"..., please spare me."

And the specialty of a grocery store frequently visited by mothers is that a child's cuteness plays a role in sales.

Or even if that's not the case, if there's nothing new, it will eventually become obsolete.

Simply put.

The reality was that while my childish cuteness had disappeared, I hadn't found a new charm, and sales had returned to their original level.

"As your salary rose with sales, it's only natural that it falls with sales, Ain!!!"

"Ah, no...! Mr. Rendo, please!"

Despite my pleading, Mr. Rendo doesn't waver in his resolve.

"Hahaha!! Blame yourself for not proving your worth this year! That was our agreement!!"

"Aah..."

In front of my despair, he's even doing a victory dance while shouting with joy.

Damn it.

Time has flowed mercilessly, you bastard.

Give me back my salary.

As I go through all sorts of experiences throughout the day.

Before I know it, the sky gradually turns into a sunset.

And at this time, when the orange light illuminates the streets, I often think of a certain woman.

Once a month.

For two years now, I've been meeting the ash-colored woman in a certain alley just before twilight arrives.

She's changed as much as I have over the years, but there's still a woman living in the unchanging alley.

She's become quite mature.

When facing her, the childlike impression has almost disappeared, making it a bit strange to call her a child or a girl as she tilts her head curiously.

"Ain."

"Hello."

While her appearance is becoming that of a beautiful woman, her behavior continues much the same as before.

The ash-colored emotions are clearly becoming more distinct, but she always faces me with a blank expression and smiles slightly when we part.

She still approaches with small steps to meet me.

"Are you not in pain today?"

"No, I'm not in pain."

She worries if I'm sick and turns her head this way and that.

As she looks around earnestly, her dress flutters, and watching her, I notice that her dress has become much shorter.

Just as I've grown, she too has grown to the point where her white legs show beyond her knees from under her dress.

So although the age of the Ash-colored Witch isn't revealed in the novel, I think she might be older than me.

"Ain, you're not hurt anywhere."

"..., why do you sound disappointed, as if you wanted me to be hurt?"

So, to put it simply.

I should probably buy her new clothes soon, and since she's grown, she'll eat more, so I should prepare more food.

The wooden plank house she lives in also needs to be expanded with more materials, or perhaps rebuilt entirely.

"..."

Ironically, while my salary has decreased, my expenses have increased.

But looking at the woman sitting blankly staring at me, I can't bring myself to say I won't help her.

Even though I think the period of responsibility is a bit longer than expected, it's ultimately an expense that occurs because of my choice.

So while thinking it can't be helped, I let out a small sigh.

And at that small sigh, there's a woman who quickly raises her head and leans toward me.

"Ain, your expression doesn't look good."

"Ah, it's nothing."

Even though I tell her it's nothing, there's a woman who stares intently at my face and then turns her head again.

"But your expression doesn't look good. Are you sick somewhere after all?"

"No..."

If I had to say something, it's that I'm not sick at all, but my wallet is a bit sick.

There's no point in trying to hide this because the woman in front of me will keep leaning in and persistently asking for the reason.

So I finally give an honest answer.

"Well, my salary was reduced a bit, that's all."

"Huh...?"

"It's not a big problem, so don't worry."

This isn't just something I'm saying to reassure her—it's really not something she needs to worry about.

I've been saving up without spending much, so there's nothing particularly problematic.

To exaggerate, it's like a more luxurious carriage becoming a less luxurious one, or a sharp and sturdy sword becoming a sturdy sword that's less sharp and needs to be sharpened more often.

Anyway, I'll earn money while traveling and replace them with better things.

But if you ask why I sighed... honestly, no one would be happy if their salary was reduced.

However, she seemed to take my words quite seriously.

Her eyes trembled uncharacteristically, and she suddenly stood up.

She ran to the wooden plank house, and soon I could see her bowing her head and searching for something, rummaging around busily.

"No, really, it's fine..."

"..., j-just wait a moment, Ain."

Even though I tell her again that it's okay, the woman who has already started acting is just busy looking for something.

So I also got up from my seat, somewhat bewildered, and approached her.

"Um..."

As I stand behind her wondering how to explain, I soon hear her voice.

"Ah..., I found it."

And she holds up something she was searching for and extends it to me.

It's a small, shiny object.

"This."

"..."

What's placed on her delicate hand appears to be something valuable at first glance.

"Can you sell this for money?"

"..."

I can imagine the young girl who hid this away thinking it was beautiful, without even knowing what it was.

"No?"

"Pfft..."

And there's a woman who offers the item she's been keeping without a second thought just because of my one comment.

So I stare blankly at her and finally burst into laughter.

"This won't get money...?"

Looking intently at the woman who extends something with an expectant yet anxious expression.

I give her an affirmative answer.

"...No, that's enough. That could make up for all the money I'm short."

She was hesitant, but with my words, she feels relieved and gradually raises the corners of her mouth.

What she offered me were shiny marbles.

She was holding out two small, colorful marbles that children use for games.

So I told that lie.

"Really?"

"Really."

When she asked if it was true, I immediately said yes.

"Then take these, Ain."

"Yes, thank you. I'll use them well."

I carefully put the two marbles she offered into my pocket.

"I'm glad. It helped..."

"..."

Looking at her smile, which had become even deeper than before, I couldn't help but smile back.

I can no longer tell.

I can't tell if the things I started with calculated intentions and feelings of pity are still continuing for those reasons.

As time passes and many things change, my ongoing meetings with this woman make me feel this way.

All I have in my hand are just two marbles, yet the scale can't maintain balance with just that lightness and tilts to one side.

Is it because I found it cute how she offered the marbles without knowing anything?

Or was it because my heart was touched by how she gave me something she had carefully hidden away without hesitation?

If not that.

Was it because my heart skipped a beat, if only for a moment, at her bright smile just because she was able to help me?

Now, as if I've really become a child.

Somehow, I've come to think that everything is full of unknowns.

Spring at twelve years old.

I gradually prepare to set off on a journey.

And.

The ash-colored woman also prepares as a witch.

Ch.19 - 19. The Stubborn Age of Twelve.
# Chapter 19

Can someone who carries ash-gray within them fall ill in ordinary ways?

Can they experience pain from disease and bacteria, not just from being hit with stones or stabbed with knives?

Those who carry ash-gray don't show much emotion until they finally go berserk.

The abilities they gain are simply far from ordinary.

Since ancient times, we've classified them differently from normal people.

Even while calling it a curse and rejecting them, everyone considered it evolution in a twisted direction.

Even while declaring them dangerous and viewing them with hateful eyes, for some it was a power they desperately desired.

And based on the data accumulated until now, they cannot fall ill in ordinary ways.

They don't catch diseases.

They don't get infected by bacteria.

Because they already harbor something far worse inside them, such trivial things cannot possibly take root even if they try to invade.

So if they collapse in pain from something other than external factors.

If they suddenly fall and remain bedridden for days.

That might be the only opportunity to kill them without paying any price.

A moment comes when they become so weak, unlike what you'd expect from someone ash-gray, that they might die from just being hit with a stone.

Don't hesitate at that crossroads of choice.

It's either a case of them losing consciousness in a defenseless state to awaken their power, or a tragic end resulting from the ash-gray's emotional depletion.

To prevent witch hunts, to prevent the deeply rooted perception from growing stronger when they harm others.

You must close your eyes tight and cut off that sprout.

If you cannot do it, at least run far away.

If you do that, at least you might survive.

-Excerpt from [Episode □□. Researcher's Journal]-

********

The days were no different than usual.

Waking up in the morning and working at the grocery store from early hours.

Screaming while following Rini's forced training at the fitness center.

Starting to study other countries' languages little by little, thinking I should begin language studies soon.

Returning home around evening to have dinner with Mom and Dad as always.

And then, after a month passes, meeting the ash-gray woman in the alley - those kinds of days.

For two years, the Hero and the Saint had been moving forward.

The story I knew was continuing far beyond where I could barely see.

The stage with its lights turned off, gradually fading as traces of them, was unlikely to have any incidents.

So I too was at ease on that safe stage.

I thought nothing would happen to me at least until I became an adult.

So I stretched my stiff body, got up from the counter, and said:

"Mister, please make me some food."

"..., I think this brat is taking it for granted now. Shouldn't you at least think about making it yourself?"

The mister wasn't wrong, but the problem was that I couldn't match the skill that comes from experience.

She enjoys what the mister makes much more than what I make.

Sadly.

"I can't match the taste of what you make, mister. And please make plenty while you're at it. The mutt has grown a lot and eats more now."

"Not a mutt but a pig you're raising.... Sigh, wait while cleaning up, you brat!"

And so the mister lightly flicks my head and goes into the kitchen in the back, and I create the familiar scene of doing the cleanup he ordered.

And as time passes that way, the mister eventually hands me steaming food and shouts loudly:

"You rascal..., take this and get out right now!"

"Hehe, thank you. See you tomorrow!"

I smile at that familiar shout and leave the grocery store.

Such ordinariness.

Days where nothing happens, ordinary days continuing until adulthood.

And.

Only after entering the alley while thinking this did I realize that today was not an ordinary day.

"Huh...?"

In the familiar alley, the woman who should have greeted me as always was collapsed on the ground.

There's not a single visible wound on her exterior, and no traces like bloodstains on the ground either.

Yet she greets me with a convulsing appearance as if she's about to die.

So reality hits me hard, and my heart, which had been beating calmly, starts pounding heavily.

The ash-gray woman has collapsed.

Her expression is contorted as she breathes faintly.

So there are words floating in my mind.

'The ash-gray cannot fall ill in ordinary ways.'

'They don't catch diseases.'

'They don't get infected by bacteria.'

'Because they already harbor something far worse inside them, such trivial things cannot possibly take root even if they try to invade.'

That was the reason I had been taking care of her with just adequate attention despite her living in an improper environment.

Because the ash-gray cannot easily get sick.

If we just avoid people's gazes, if we just provide food.

There should be no problem with survival.

However.

The novel says a moment has come.

'A moment comes when they become so weak, unlike what you'd expect from someone ash-gray, that they might die from just being hit with a stone.'

'Don't hesitate at that crossroads of choice.'

'It's either a case of them losing consciousness in a defenseless state to awaken their power, or a tragic end resulting from the ash-gray's emotional depletion.'

The floating words don't end there but continue, finally telling me that moment has arrived.

Whispering to me while showing me the crossroads of choice again.

Asking me which path I will choose between the easy road and the thorny path.

And the narrator is clearly saying.

Persistently whispering to me to choose the option of killing the witch without hesitation.

"..., stop talking nonsense."

So I throw away the packaged food in my hands and head toward her.

I approach the woman sprawled on the ground, kneel down.

Ignoring those whispers, I take out a robe, wrap it around her body, and gently lift her up.

I dismiss the whispers telling me to kill her as nonsense, and strengthen the resolve I've been holding all this time.

I've been through all kinds of hardships to save one person, so there's no way I'll undermine the meaning of those actions now.

So I think this isn't a moment of choice as the narrator urges, but a moment of decision I've made on my own judgment.

I believe it's about not being deceived by the given crossroads and creating a different path to move forward.

Although I had decided to save the ash-gray woman, there wasn't much I could do as a child.

Blaming my still young body, I moved my steps urgently.

The sun is setting.

No matter how light you say it is, carrying a person in your arms and running is a bit overwhelming.

"Huff, huff.... Gasp!"

The market street I've entered again still has many people walking around even though it's gotten dark now.

"Huh? Isn't that Ain! Hey, did something happen?"

Someone speaks to me first, and sends worried glances.

Normally, I would have greeted such people with a smiling face and said nothing was wrong, but now I didn't have such leisure.

So I ignore all of that and pass by, heading to my destination.

It feels like she's going to die.

The woman groaning in my arms seems like she's about to die.

Even though I tried not to put any emotion into her, thinking she was just a character, she's in my arms looking like she's really about to die, so my hands tremble and I tighten my grip again so as not to drop her.

So my steps become more urgent, and even though I'm out of breath and constantly panting, my eyes are looking at only one place.

The decision I've made.

The path that the novel never gave and was firmly blocked.

I finally chose it, and urgently shouted to the person who was about to lock the store door:

"Mister!!"

"Hm? What is it, Ain? Why are you here when you left work to go see that mutt...."

But since I still don't know if this is the right decision, even though I'm prepared, I speak with a trembling voice:

"..., p-please help me. It's okay if you tell me to quit my job, just this once... just help me this once."

It's a decision I couldn't make for years.

Because I'm still a child who can't do anything.

Because there's no one around I can trust.

Because I feel like they'll send hateful glances if I ask them to help someone ash-gray.

"...."

"Just once..., just help me this once. Mister."

It's a moment I hoped wouldn't come and such a resolution.

An inevitable and reckless decision for me, who can still do little because I'm young, to ask an adult from the novel for help.

"..., Mister."

So I begged with a desperation unlike me.

I speak while directly meeting the mister's eyes, which have sunk after seeing what I'm carrying.

"Ain, you crazy...."

"Please, please. Just help me this once. The person I can ask... the only person I can ask is you, mister."

I reveal my inner thoughts that I couldn't share with anyone.

Asking him to take my side just once, not the novel's setting.

Begging anyone to please prove they're human.

So I keep muttering for help and grab his sleeve with trembling hands.

I thought it was a stupid, stupid action.

I thought it was an insane act that could throw away everything I had built if I wasn't careful.

The choice to confront hatred built up over hundreds of years and perceptions embedded as novel settings was indeed such a thing.

Nevertheless, I refuse the whispers telling me to abandon the witch, the path the narrator urges.

Because my emotions have become all mixed up.

Because I can't even tell what I'm doing anymore.

Because I feel like he'll look at us with hateful eyes.

I hold the groaning woman in my arms a little closer and mutter like that.

So I face him with reddened eyes.

"..., just help me this once."

"...."

"Just this once..., just help her not to die, mister."

It's a desperation unlike me.

I speak words mixed with all kinds of emotions, and also grab and cling to his sleeve.

There's a cold gaze staring at me.

Despite my desperation, his answer doesn't come.

There's a cold gesture brushing off my hand that was grabbing his sleeve.

However.

After some time passes, the grocery store's door begins to open again.

A somewhat heavy atmosphere flows in the familiar space.

At least the small room next to the storage room had such an atmosphere.

There's a woman lying on a cot, groaning.

With her ash-gray hair spread on the blanket, a cold wet towel on her forehead, she's just barely moaning.

And.

"Ain."

"..., yes."

There are two people watching over her.

"I didn't think it was normal, of course. Because there's no way you'd be so devoted to just a street dog. I thought there must be a reason, since Rein isn't the type of woman who would refuse to raise a dog."

"...."

At the mister's uncharacteristically serious and low voice, I don't know what answer to give.

"But not ash-gray. Even if you're still a child, you're someone who knows what needs to be known."

"..., she's a good, child."

"And a dangerous child, I suppose. One wrong choice from you could cause everyone to die."

"...."

I can't deny his words because there's nothing wrong with them.

"Why on earth did you make such a choice, Ain?"

But I gave an emotional answer.

"..., even though she was just standing blankly, she was being hit with stones by children in the alley. The scars from scratching those wounds are still there."

"...."

This is the text I read as a novel, that story.

"She was so hungry that she was digging through trash cans eating spoiled food, and because she had nowhere to sleep, she spent the winter shivering on moldy planks."

"...."

My memories found between times that have passed by, such fantasies.

"She couldn't leave the alley so she couldn't wash, and she only had one piece of sackcloth for clothes, living like that."

"...."

I can't determine which of these is definitive, but at least they were things she didn't need to experience.

I pour out such inner thoughts to the mister.

"..., she's a good child."

"..., Ain."

Not a bad child who deserves to be despised by people.

"She's a stupid child who doesn't even get annoyed once while being hit with stones by children."

"Stop... stop talking."

Just a stupid child.

"She's a poor child who preciously hugs even the old clothes I threw away like garbage."

"...."

Just a pitiful child, I say.

"She's just an ordinary child who finds joy and wonder in everything she experiences for the first time."

"You foolish kid...."

At least that's what the image of her I've seen has been, I say.

The novel's setting, this world's history calls her a sinner, but.

She hasn't done anything wrong yet.

So.

"The idea that she has to live like that just because she was born with ash-gray hair and ash-gray eyes. That... that doesn't make sense, mister...."

"...."

I hold the hand of the woman who is still unconscious and groaning, and pour out my emotions.

I clench my teeth and look at the mister.

I hope.

I hope you prove that you're not just a character in a novel.

By facing directly, experiencing directly.

I hope you're a person who can judge for yourself.

Even if it's a boundary the novel doesn't allow, it's a new path I want to pioneer.

And he proves it.

"..., I see."

"...."

He declares that he's not a character who acts as written.

"Maybe I've been thinking too rigidly."

"...."

At least he'll face it directly and judge for himself.

"Ain."

"..., yes."

He'll stand by me, believing the words of a mere child.

"For now, I'll take care of her today, so go back home. If you return too late, Rein will worry."

"...thank you, mister."

He says that and places his hand on my head with a pat.

The ink on a page that seemed unchangeable smears.

Even the setting that has continued for ages cracks.
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It hurts.

It hurts, and it keeps hurting.

The woman shed tears she had never shed before.

It felt like she might die at this rate.

She moaned in pain, groaned, and coughed up blood several times.

Even the blanket that should have felt soft stung and burned against her skin.

She reached out into the air, not even recognizing the cold wet towel placed on her forehead.

Eventually, she found herself thinking that she'd rather die.

Because it was too painful and difficult.

Her mind would drift hazily, then suddenly feel like it was being torn to shreds.

In that pain, emotions bloomed.

Sadness and resentment.

Hatred and curses.

After thinking she wanted to die several times, she finally realized something as the Ash-colored Witch.

She thought about death while feeling something gradually filling her.

The children who threw stones at her.

The adults who looked at her with contempt.

It led to the thought that it wasn't she who should die, but them.

The curse of ash color typically makes one gradually follow that path.

Clearly, they too are given a fork in the road as humans, but beside the wide, comfortable-looking path lies a narrow, steep cliff path that cannot be bypassed.

It's presented as a choice, but it can't be called a choice for anyone.

No one would choose a path that might lead to death if they fell, giving up the easy, comfortable one.

So those with ash color would struggle in pain and eventually make a forced choice.

However.

The woman felt someone holding her hand even as she faced such a choice.

In her pain and difficulty, as emotions swelled, a person came to mind.

"...A, in."

Because it felt like she might never see Ain again if she chose wrong.

Because she might not be able to remain the good child he wanted her to be.

Because he might ultimately abandon her and leave forever.

"Ain..."

The woman kept murmuring like that.

She could feel the cold wet towel.

Someone was gently holding her hand.

"A, in..."

"...Yes, I'm here."

There was a familiar and gentle voice answering her call.

"I'll... be a good... child..."

"...Yes."

So.

Ain.

"Don't... abandon me..."

"..."

After uttering those words, she lost consciousness again.

********

How many days had passed?

The woman lying on the cot was still groaning.

Every morning I came in early to change her wet towel, clean her body, and nurse her, but I was worried she might just die at any moment.

Even with the shopkeeper's consideration allowing me to care for her in this proper environment, the fact that she hadn't opened her eyes for days made a question slip into my mind.

If things had followed the novel's flow, how on earth had she survived? I wondered about that unwritten part.

Had someone helped her then too?

Was there perhaps someone like me who pitied her?

If so, where had that person gone now?

As I was changing her wet towel with these scattered thoughts, a voice with a sigh came from behind me.

"Such devotion, you foolish boy. Doing for a complete stranger what you probably wouldn't even do for your own mother."

"...Be quiet, please."

I wish he would refrain from such excessive speculation.

At the very least, I'm not an unfilial child, so if my mother were to collapse, I would certainly do the same.

"Tsk, tsk. You were begging and crying for help before, and now you're just nagging at every word I say."

No.

"Sir, I wasn't crying then."

"Not crying? As if! I clearly remember you sobbing like a child, saying 'Mister... please help... sob...' like that."

I remember being very urgent and frantic, but I definitely didn't whine like that.

So the shopkeeper is now distorting a scene that could have changed hundreds of years of history.

"No, when did I ever do that? If you're going to keep saying strange things, go sit at the counter outside!"

"What counter? There are no customers at this hour, you crybaby. 'Mister... please~ Please, help me~'"

"..."

Oh, please.

Stop it.

I'd rather he went back to his serious self and nagged me properly.

However, the shopkeeper showed no intention of doing so.

"Hehehe, you're just big physically. What good is being tall and muscular? You'll be busy crying again later anyway!"

"Ah, please go out if you're going to be noisy..."

"If you beg me while sobbing like before, I'll kindly leave. 'Mister, please help me~'"

"..."

I'm really going to lose my mind.

Anyway.

In short, the ash-colored woman had been staying in a small room in the grocery store for several days now, rather than in the wooden shack in the alley.

Contrary to my concerns, the shopkeeper didn't show signs of hating or despising her.

He sighed several times, wondering if this was the right choice, but nevertheless, he would put a fresh wet towel on her forehead when he saw her groaning.

So when I cautiously asked if he was worried about her curse spreading, as people commonly believed.

"Ain, just looking at you being perfectly fine after taking care of her for years proves that the curse doesn't spread. Use your head for a reason, you stupid boy."

"..."

I was left speechless when he treated me like an idiot while changing her wet towel.

So I thought it was fortunate.

It was a decision I couldn't easily make despite thinking about it constantly.

With this one action alone, there was so much I could lose.

When even the shopkeeper refused my decision, the only options left to me would have been unfavorable ones.

So I couldn't thank him enough for shaking off centuries of perception just because of a boy's tears after working together for only a few years.

I think about this as I look at the woman.

Even now, after several days, she still hasn't regained consciousness, but her constant groaning has become quite subdued.

Like before, she occasionally regains consciousness briefly, murmuring my name and gripping my hand tightly.

So she'll open her eyes soon.

Not as a powerless girl lying in an alley, but as the Ash-colored Witch who might become a disaster.

"..."

To be honest, that was a bit frightening.

Even while thinking I could change things, I recalled the ash-colored witch from the novel.

Like water bursting through a blocked dam, even faint emotions would pour out intensely.

The newly awakened power would likely be wielded recklessly according to those emotions, as was written.

Even though I had helped and cared for her since childhood, that alone wouldn't make her a normal person.

As the shopkeeper said, I was gradually being consumed by the thought that my choice might cause the death of the Empire's citizens.

Still, I foolishly hold onto hope.

"...I hope she's good."

I find myself wishing that when she opens her eyes and we meet again, she would still be the same dazed and kind girl.

Someone who would smile slightly when happy, and at most pout her lips when something displeased her.

Even if not completely normal, I want her to live as close to that as possible.

To escape, even slightly, from the old perception of being ash-colored.

To be reassigned a role other than the Empire's disaster.

I find myself hoping that this leads to a story where she isn't killed by the Hero and the Saint.

And.

"...Ain."

She opens her eyes as if answering my murmur.

The trembling from pain has stopped.

In her eyes, once cloudy and blurry, a deep hexagram is engraved, holding a new light.

That is the mark of a mage.

It proves that her talent as an ash-colored one has manifested.

Her blinking eyes gradually open properly, still looking at the void rather than at me.

"Ain."

Even her voice, which had been sick for days, becomes clear, and her words carry strength.

"Ain."

Her expression, always faint before, changes, and the corners of her mouth rise excessively.

As if unable to control her boiling emotions, she trembles with a somewhat bizarre expression.

The small girl has become a woman, and now she is becoming a witch.

However.

"...Ain."

At the same time, there is something wavering at the tip of her raised delicate hand.

"Ain."

In this world, those called mages are all considered geniuses, yet they still follow the premise of needing to study and work hard for a long time.

"Ain."

However, the talent of the ash-colored bypasses all those processes.

"Ain."

Like the extreme of irrationality, similar to speaking and walking right after birth.

"Ain."

The formless power flowing from her fingertips was already enveloping the entire room.

"Ain."

A whoosh of light spreads.

It too has an ashy, viscous hue.

"Ain."

Between her constant murmurs of my name, her small incantation is not properly audible.

Even if I heard it clearly, I probably wouldn't understand her personal spell.

"Ain."

So even while thinking all of this is frightening, I finally give her an answer.

"...Yes."

I hope.

I hope my choice wasn't wrong.

I hope she doesn't become a disaster.

I thought this even as the ash color filled the room, momentarily blinding my eyes and deafening my ears.

So.

"...Ain, I'm tired."

"Yes, you did well."

I nod as I face her eyes, which have become dazed again.

To be honest, I couldn't tell what she had done, but.

At least I believe it was for both her and me.

At least we can go against the flow of the novel.

Assign a new role and take one more step forward.

From a nobody extra to a traveler wandering the world.

From a girl who should have become the Empire's disaster to a woman living an ordinary life.

I believe we can choose and decide for ourselves like that.

********

She opens her eyes and calls his name.

"Ain."

Unlike before, she calls his name with emotions surging madly.

"Ain."

Just calling his name seems to put her in ecstasy, making the corners of her mouth rise as if they might tear.

She tries to pour out these uncontrollable feelings in a way that anyone watching would surely call the woman's expression bizarre.

However, the woman thinks.

This isn't normal, so it can't be a good appearance.

Ain.

He would surely dislike seeing her like this.

She concludes that this would make him distance himself from her.

So instinctively, she waves her hand.

Though she's never learned it, the woman instinctively uses something.

"Beyond the horizon."

"The breath of the sea."

"I cover them."

Without knowing what she's uttering, she recites it.

Hoping that the swirling emotions would subside, she covers everything with ash color.

So.

"...Ain, I'm tired."

"Yes, you did well."

With eyes that have become dazed again, with emotions still intense but somewhat dimmed, she faces him.
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My daily life was always the same.

I would wake up early in the morning, prepare a simple meal, head to the grocery store, and start work.

I was supposed to stock the empty shelves before the boss arrived... but they were already filled.

I was supposed to clean up trash and dust I might have missed... but everything was already clean.

I was momentarily speechless seeing even the messy storage room completely organized.

"..."

It ultimately led me to think that nothing was the same anymore.

Anyway.

"Welcome!"

Though I've lost my childlike cuteness, I still greet customers who visit the grocery store with energy.

"Ain, I think you've grown taller!"

"Oh, ma'am, you've become even more beautiful yourself."

A smile mixed with a bit of pretense and flattery—it now comes naturally without a trace of embarrassment.

"So, how about meeting my daughter? Though she's my daughter, she's really pretty and kind."

"I... sincerely appreciate the offer, but I'm lacking in many ways compared to your daughter, so perhaps you should find someone better..."

I now smoothly deflect all those suggestions trying to make me a son-in-law, beyond the days when people just found me cute, while ringing up their groceries.

"Where would I find someone as attentive and sharp as you, Ain! Don't say that and just meet my daughter once, okay?"

"Ahaha... That'll be 1080 dera total, but since you're so lovely, I'll secretly give you an 80 dera discount! Thank you!"

I offer discounts on groceries to avoid persistent matchmaking attempts, and that's how I greet each customer one by one.

And so the busy hours continue.

While passing time in the same daily routine as always.

Though I'm busy greeting customers and earning money, whenever my concentration slips, my gaze keeps drifting to one side.

Though my daily life and ordinariness remain unchanged, a strange sense of incongruity has wedged itself in.

I keep getting distracted by it, and it even makes me feel anxious.

So between all those moments of putting on fake smiles for customers, I end up turning my gaze to one side.

"...Ain."

"..."

It's a small voice whispering from behind the counter where I stand.

"Ain."

It's a woman peeking out with just her head, wearing the robe I bought her before, looking at me.

"...Do you need something?"

"No. Ain, keep up the good work."

She's watching me work with a slightly dazed expression, waving her hands as if cheering me on.

"...Thanks."

"Mm-hmm."

She smiles gently at my thanks and then peeks out again with just her head to look at me.

So.

The woman who was supposed to stay at the store for just a few days to recover while awakening her power...

"Ain."

"...What now?"

"Keep it up."

She was still at the store even now, after all that time had passed.

This is the story of the day after she spread her ash-colored power.

After she awakened her power as a witch and fell asleep, the boss and I left her and discussed what to do with her.

"Ain, my boy. She seems to have recovered from her illness, but what should we do now?"

"Hmm... I think it might be a bit much to let her keep staying at the store, so shouldn't we take her back to where she used to live?"

You might think that sounds a bit cold, but at the time, I thought it was the best option.

Though I was the first to call her a good person, honestly, keeping what could be a ticking time bomb in a corner of the store wouldn't be comfortable for the boss either.

I thought it would be better to build her a proper wooden plank house and send her back to the alley rather than living with anxiety and suspicion.

And to my words, the boss responded with apparent difficulty.

"Hmm... that seems right, but still, to send a woman like that back to the alley..."

"But having her continue to stay at the store might be too much for you."

Besides, neither the boss nor I had the means to deal with all the potential incidents that might occur if she continued to stay.

So the boss thought deeply again, then nodded and opened the grocery store door.

"Well, then I suppose we should go together to that alley where she was living."

"Oh, you want to do that?"

"Yes, it's right to go see and then decide."

So I also agreed it was a good idea and guided the boss to the alley.

Well...

As for what happened after that.

"You... you piece of trash. Just because I treated her like a stray dog, you were really going to send her back to this doghouse of a place?"

"No, that's not it..."

"What a despicable bastard. If you were human, you should have begged me to let her stay at the store rather than making her live in a place like this again!"

"No, boss. Please listen to me..."

There was the boss, not listening to my attempts to explain why I had said that.

"You trash! She will continue to stay at the store, so remember that!"

"..."

"Why are you standing there blankly! Gather all the things she cherished and follow me, you absolute garbage of a human being!"

Shit.

Somehow I ended up being the absolute garbage human.

I'm dying of unfairness, seriously.

Anyway.

That's the reason.

The reason she was still staying in the small room at the store, and peeking out with just her head to watch me while I worked.

Though I somehow ended up being labeled trash, it was thanks to the permission she received to continue staying with us.

And after getting that permission, there was a woman who smiled brightly, seemingly happy about being able to continue staying at the store.

I still vividly remember the boss's face, momentarily speechless at that sight.

Additionally, things had changed during those few days.

As I mentioned earlier, the tasks I needed to do when I arrived at work were already completed.

She would wake up early in the morning waiting for me, and after carefully observing what I did, she would finish those tasks even before I arrived for work.

So.

In short, my daily life was gradually changing.

The routine that had always flowed the same way was changing into something else, flowing in a slightly different direction as if this had been my original daily life.

"Ain."

"..."

She calls only my name in a quiet, delicate voice.

"Ain."

"..."

Even if I ignore it and continue with other work, that voice keeps coming.

"Ain."

"...What?"

So eventually I end up answering her call, though it probably doesn't mean much.

"Thank you."

She just says thank you, or tells me to keep up the good work, or says she's bored, but still.

"For what?"

"Everything?"

"...Sure."

She and I were repeating this process like a broken record the entire time we were at the grocery store.

My day, continuing like that, eventually passes its midpoint and heads toward its end.

When afternoon comes and the sky begins to turn the color of sunset, I quietly get up from the counter and start cleaning up.

After all the customers leave, the empty grocery store looks like a battlefield after a bombing, so I sweep up fragments of groceries scattered on the floor with a broom.

And as I'm sweeping...

"Ain, here."

"Ah, yes."

I can see the woman who has taken off her robe and is following me with small steps.

As she follows, she picks up trash or dust that I missed and hands it to me as if wanting praise.

"Ain."

"Yes?"

"Thank you?"

"..."

And she really is looking for praise.

"Aren't you thankful?"

"...Thank you."

Like a dog seeking its owner's praise, there's ash-colored mist undulating in the air like a tail, though she can't actually wag one.

I still don't know how to process this at all.

"Was I helpful?"

"You were helpful."

Seeing her smile brightly at being told she was helpful and running off with quick steps to pick up other things, I think.

She has definitely changed.

The markings in her eyes, the ash-colored mist undulating around her—everything has changed.

Yet she also hasn't changed.

The woman's emotions have clearly become more distinct, but since being covered in ash-colored mist that one time, they've been restrained.

There are no traces of madness visible, and she remains the same dazed, kind woman.

So.

I'll treat her like I did before.

After a moment of contemplation, that's what I decide.

Finally, the cleanup is done, and the time for parting approaches.

Though "parting" might sound sad, it was quite familiar to us.

"Ain."

"Yes."

So we start our farewell with the same call that has continued for years.

"Tomorrow."

"..."

But one word that has finally changed slips in.

"See you tomorrow, Ain."

"...Sure."

The long period of a month has changed to just a day.

And the expression that should have been blank also changes.

Her eye corners curve toward me.

I see the corners of her mouth slightly raised.

"Goodbye, Ain."

"..."

I face her delicate hand waving gently.

And I.

Looking at her like that, I thought she was ordinary.

That her smiling figure in the sunset scenery suited her well.

That my choice was not wrong after all.

That's what I thought.
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There is a wall that blocks the wind.

There is a soft bed to lie down on.

There is food that can be eaten anytime.

In all those things.

A warm heat remains.

Even though all the brightly shining lights have gone out, and the space has fallen silent after all the people who once filled it have disappeared.

The woman, left alone in that place, still thought so.

Sometime ago.

There was a word that Ain taught her when they were spending their days in the alley.

"..., happiness."

She remembers the man scratching his head as if troubled by that word that came up during their studies.

She remembers her past self tilting her head, unable to understand what happiness was supposed to be, what she should think of when hearing that word.

That's how she reminisces.

'Ain, what is happiness?'

'..., hmm. A state where you feel sufficient satisfaction and joy in life?'

His expression as he recited the dictionary definition, not knowing how to explain it, tilting his head.

'How do you become satisfied and joyful in life?'

'Umm..., that's....'

His expression when he was at a loss for words, as if that was another strange question.

'It's okay. Even Ain can have things he doesn't know. Tell me something else.'

'....'

The memory of that moment when she tried to tactfully move on, seeing his troubled face.

The woman remembers all those scenes, but.

'Then next is this....'

'Hmm..., okay. Let's do this. I'll make you happy later.'

More than anything else, she clearly remembers those words.

'Huh...?'

'I'll help you become happy, and then you can realize it yourself. Understand?'

She reflects on the voice of the man who said he would make her happy.

She embraces the memory of him looking at her with eyes full of certainty.

So she considers it again.

Is she happy?

Is the woman feeling happiness now?

And the answer comes without needing even a moment's thought.

"..., I'm happy."

The woman thought she was happy.

"I think I'm happy, Ain."

She fidgets with her hands, not knowing what to do with this emotion she's feeling for the first time.

"Ain."

The empty store where no one remains at night.

"Ain."

The soft bed and blanket.

"Ain."

The stew that still retains its warmth.

"I'm happy."

And Ain.

"Ain."

The woman's heart goes thump.

Emotions bloom and continue to bloom, tinting her cheeks slightly red.

To hide this feeling that she still doesn't quite understand, she burrows into the blanket.

********

About a month has passed since the woman began staying at the store.

From what I've observed during that time, she has definitely become more emotionally expressive.

"Ain, thank you?"

"Thank you."

Her communication has become clearer, and intelligence has settled in her eyes.

"Then shall I help you more?"

"No, it's fine for you to rest."

Her slow and sluggish way of speaking has also become clearer.

"But I want to help more."

"..., then please bring a bit more inventory from the storage room."

"Okay, I will."

Her once languid movements have also become fairly normal.

Though her running is still the same as she dashes off with pattering steps, which is somewhat amusing.

I find myself smiling unconsciously as I watch her disappearing into the storage room.

However, there is someone who interrupts this touching scene.

"You look like you're dying of happiness. Just in case I need to say it, workplace romance is forbidden in my store, drip-drip."

"..., I'm sorry but I don't have those kinds of feelings at all."

There's this foolish old man who strangely tries to pair us up, even though I'm just watching her growth with the feeling of raising a daughter.

"With that goofy smile, what do you mean you don't have those feelings, you stupid kid."

"I guess since you only have three sons, you don't understand the feeling of raising a daughter."

It's the laughingstock of this market street that despite praying so earnestly for a daughter, he got three sturdy sons who resemble him, three times in a row.

Moreover, even the store employee who has worked with him for a long time was a dull boy.

It's fair to say that the old man will never be blessed with a daughter.

So after saying that, I look up at the old man, and his face turns red as if about to burst.

"You disrespectful brat, you dare touch my sore spot!"

"Ah, wait a moment...."

I thought this would lead to the usual conclusion of a knock on my head, but.

"..., don't hit Ain."

Suddenly there's a woman blocking in front of me.

Holding the ingredients I asked for in her arms, she's looking at the old man with a pouty expression.

"Hitting Ain is bad."

"..."

"..."

And since there's nothing wrong with what she's saying, both the old man and I stare at her somewhat blankly.

Finally, the old man, after staring at her intently, awkwardly lowers the hand he had raised.

"No, this is cheating."

"Even if it's a joke, hitting hurts. So don't do it."

"Sigh..., alright. I get it, so you two just continue what you were doing."

The old man returns to his place with a helpless laugh, and fortunately, no ash-colored emotions rise in this scene.

I had thought that even slight stimulation would cause waves of ash-colored emotion, but she maintains it more calmly and steadily than I expected.

As soon as the old man leaves, she quickly turns her head to hand me what she brought.

"Ain, I brought this. Is this also thank you?"

"Ah, thank you."

She smiles at each and every thank you I say.

"And just now was joking with the old man."

"I know. But it hurts when you get hit."

She just stares at me intently.

"Ain shouldn't be hurt."

"..., yes. Thank you."

So I answer like that and take the ingredients she's offering to fill the shelves.

Lately, there's something I find strange.

Sitting together with the old man, and with the woman who tries to squeeze in between us also seated beside us.

"Why is the sales..."

"Why is it increasing again...?"

"Ain, is it bad if sales go up?"

We all tilt our heads as we see that the sales, which had peaked with childhood cuteness and then declined, are gradually increasing again.

"Hmm.... Drip-drip, was there any reason for it to go up?"

"Umm, I did think the number of customers increased quite a bit. And I'm not drip-drip."

"Is it good if sales go up?"

I had thought that customers had strangely increased recently.

However, it wasn't the return of the mothers who had left.

Also, since the new customers were only buying cheap ingredients, I hadn't thought much of it.

But as the saying goes, many drops make an ocean, and as they accumulated, it ended up being a significant help to sales.

"But I don't know if this is thanks to you yet, so I won't raise your salary, drip-drip."

"No, what are you saying? Since it's definitely not thanks to you, it must be thanks to me."

"Is it thanks to Ain?"

And if I had to think about it, this increase in sales was probably thanks to me.

Because.

Well, considering the age group and gender of the new customers coming to the grocery store, it couldn't be otherwise.

However, my thoughts were interrupted by a somewhat sulky voice.

"Ain, why don't you answer my question?"

"Ah, sorry...."

Apparently upset that I was ignoring her, the woman was now bumping her head against my shoulder.

Anyway.

Speaking of the new customers, they were girls around my age.

I had inadvertently overlooked it while mechanically working through busy hours, but thinking back, there had been quite an increase in female customers my age.

At most, they weren't making large purchases like the mothers, but only buying candies or snacks, so I hadn't thought much of it.

"P-please ring this up...!"

"Ah, yes! I'll ring it up for you."

Seeing them standing in front of me with trembling hands offering a handful of candy, even someone without excessive self-love could notice.

"That will be 15 deni in total."

"Ah, y-yes...! P-please have one of these!"

The way they would hand me a candy and then flee outside the store was quite telling.

"..., next customer."

So.

Many drops make an ocean.

I'm extorting pocket money from girls this age to convert into my salary.

That's what I end up thinking.

Hehe.

My salary.

So I was in a good mood and greeted customers with a business smile.

In retrospect, I think I shouldn't have done that.

"..., Ain."

"Hmm? Do you need something?"

I think I should have been a bit more aloof instead of smiling, blinded by the immediate profit.

"..."

"What is it?"

"..., it's nothing."

I should have properly noticed the woman who was peeking out from behind me.

The way she fidgeted with her hands as if not knowing what to do, looking at me like that.

If I had, then we wouldn't have met again, and I wouldn't have been ambushed in the middle of the night.

********

The woman is frantically shifting her pupils, not knowing what to do.

"A-Ain...."

His smiling face is so pleasant to look at that she peeks out, trying to capture it with her eyes.

"..."

But the fact that his smile is directed at girls his age makes her want to block it somehow, which she finds unpleasant.

However, thinking that such behavior wouldn't be helpful to him, she can't bring herself to act and just fidgets, stamping her feet.

She gathers her courage and calls his name.

"..., Ain."

"Hmm? Do you need something?"

Her lips curl up at the sight of him immediately turning to her, and she tries to say what she wants.

"..."

Don't smile at other girls.

Please smile only at me.

She wants to say these words, so she opens and closes her mouth and rolls her tongue.

This is an emotion she's feeling for the first time.

Her heart keeps pounding, her face turns red, her stomach churns, and sometimes she feels a stabbing pain.

It rings painfully because it's not something she can control at will, and it also pounds as if excited.

However, she doesn't know what emotion this is.

Also, she doesn't know what changes expressing this emotion would bring to their relationship.

Those things are quite frightening.

"What is it?"

"..., it's nothing."

So she just shakes her head.

She still stamps her feet and fidgets with her hands.

She bites her lip at the feeling of her heart being stabbed whenever he smiles.

Thump-

Finally, the sound of something being pounded reaches the woman's ears.

Thump-

Once, twice, it keeps ringing without stopping.

Thump-

Thinking it's somewhat scary, she crouches down and covers her ears, but.

Thump-

That resonance continues to be heard.
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One day.

In the late autumn of my twelfth year, having three people in the store had become quite familiar.

"Ain, Jjil-jjil."

"No, I'm not Jjil-jjil, I keep telling you."

On such a day when the woman who still followed me around helping with work was present, the old man suddenly called for me.

"Anyway, Jjil-jjil, I've been thinking about something."

"What is it?"

When I asked, the old man made a suggestion I hadn't expected.

"Well, I was wondering if we should teach that person you brought here to work in the store too."

"Uh..."

I was so surprised that such a suggestion would come from the old man's mouth that I just stared at him blankly.

The old man scratched his head awkwardly and continued.

"Since she seems to be helping you with your work anyway, I thought it might be better to formally hire her... Or do you think that's not a good idea?"

I wasn't staring blankly at him for that reason.

"No... I think it's a good idea."

It was something I had been too apologetic to even mention, feeling guilty for her already being allowed to stay at the store.

I had been constantly worrying about how much I could ask for, not knowing where the boundaries were.

"I can't pay her much, but I do plan to give her a salary, of course."

"That's fine. You can even cut my salary a bit to pay her more, just please let her work."

In other words.

Leaving her behind while I went on my journey was something that had been constantly on my mind.

I wanted her to adapt well and live comfortably even after I left on my journey.

I wanted to see her living a normal life.

Even though I wouldn't be traveling for 20 or 30 years, and I didn't plan to part with her forever.

At the very least, I hoped she could live like that even in the Empire without me. That was my small yet significant wish.

I wanted the woman to take one more step into the world.

And the old man was the one who brought it up first.

For which I was grateful.

"Alright, then go ask her and let me know what she says."

"Thank you, old man."

"It's nothing. I'm just getting cheap labor, you brat."

So I ended up hugging the grinning old man.

"Hehe, really, thank you."

"No! Don't hug me so suddenly, you creepy kid!"

What a kind old man, indeed.

After my conversation with the old man, I headed toward the woman who was sitting blankly, watching us.

And as I approached, she slightly opened her arms as if asking for a hug too.

Seeing that, I chuckled and faced her.

"Ain, did something happen?"

"Hmm, would you like to work at this store too?"

I asked the woman who still had her arms open.

"But I'm already helping with work, aren't I?"

"Not just helping. I mean, would you like to work while receiving a salary?"

She tilted her head as if she didn't quite understand what I meant.

"Ah, salary..."

"..."

After hearing my explanation, her expression hardened a bit as if she was contemplating.

"...Can I receive money too?"

"Yes, getting paid for your work is only natural."

After my confirmation, she tilted her head several times, thinking it over.

"Then I want to work like Ain..."

She finally answered with a slightly brighter expression.

So I approached her, who still had her arms spread out and fluttering, and took her hands to help her up.

I didn't actually intend to hug her; I just took her fluttering hands to help her stand.

Because of that, the woman now looked at me with a pouty expression.

"Ain, you hugged that person but why won't you hug me?"

"Well, that's..."

"You said being fair is important. And this isn't fair."

"...Alright."

There was the woman, stomping her feet with her arms spread wide, asking to be hugged quickly.

And only after I gently hugged her did she smile happily, her shoulders twitching slightly.

I had boldly said I wanted her to work, but there were quite a few things needed for that to happen.

First of all, she still didn't know how to speak politely.

She hadn't learned that she should respect adults, or be courteous to superiors or customers.

There was so much to teach her that I had only planned to teach her before I left, but somehow it had become the top priority.

So to work in the grocery store, I first had to teach her polite speech.

"Polite speech is easier than you think. You just add '~seyo' or '~hamnida' or '~imnida' to the end of what you normally say."

"Jal gaseyo?" (Take care?)

However, it wasn't such an easy process.

"...Uh, well. That's not wrong, but it should be a bit more polite..."

"What is polite?"

And there was a woman who absorbed the teachings somewhat strangely.

"That... it's like showing respect to someone who is your superior."

"Are the people who come to the store superiors?"

I couldn't quite figure out how to explain this to her.

"..."

"If you don't know, let's move on."

I just stared at the woman who tilted her head while saying that.

Right.

Let's teach polite speech... slowly.

Anyway.

Next, we needed something to hide her appearance.

The robe had to be pulled over her head completely, so it wasn't suitable for wearing while working in the store.

"Yansen, do you have anything that can change one's appearance?"

"What's this, you suddenly tall... not a kid anymore but creepily grown brat."

So I immediately went to the adventurer's shop and asked.

"Something that changes appearance."

"That's not the issue here. If you visit after a long time, you should at least greet me properly, you beanpole."

I tilted my head, finding his reaction to my behavior rather odd.

"What? I thought Yansen only cared about getting paid well. I had no idea you wanted greetings."

"...What exactly do you think I am?"

To be honest, I just thought of him as Yansen the Money Ghost.

"Uh, well. You like money?"

"Yes, that's true... But I'm also a person, so when someone visits after a long time, especially when they've grown so much, I feel happy to see them. At least understand that much."

I awkwardly scratched my head at his words, which sounded somewhat disappointed.

I hadn't expected him to say something like this.

Come to think of it, I had been treating him particularly like a character.

I considered him different from old man Rendo and the other people in the market.

Because his name was mentioned in the novel, and he even had the nickname "Yansen the Money Ghost."

Because there was a setting that he would treat anyone as a customer if they just handed over money, even a child.

"...Uh, well..."

"Don't take it too seriously, I'm just saying. It's been quite a while."

Because he showed exactly the same behavior as I had read, I thought of him as something other than human.

Quite rudely, I had treated him like a machine that produced results based on input values.

So I realized.

He too, resting his chin on one hand and looking at me, was a person living in this world.

This vast world, which was once just a novel, was gradually becoming reality.

I thought about this and slowly began to accept it.

"So stop treating me like a machine and at least treat me like a person. I'm as disappointed as I am glad to see you."

I could even laugh at his appearance as he grinned after saying that.

And so, as he wished, I greeted him first.

"Yes. It's been a long time, Yansen."

"Yes, customer. It's been a while. What are you looking for today?"

Even though it might seem formal, I went through the process again.

"I came to buy something that can change one's appearance."

"Hmm, are you going to wear it?"

"No, someone else will use it."

Hearing that I wouldn't be the one wearing it, the man made a somewhat lewd expression.

"Aha, so it's for the owner of that robe from before?"

"...Something like that."

I reflected again on the fact that he could make such strange assumptions just from me buying a robe in the past.

"Khuhu, to think this brat is trying to elope in the name of love."

"It's not for that purpose. I just need it for something."

"Sure, everyone says that when they need it. Hmm, then I'll prepare something beautiful for the lady."

"No, really."

Meanwhile, I found it absurd that both old man Rendo and Yansen were making the same strange misunderstanding.

"Here. How about this?"

"...It's nice."

Because the sapphire shone with such a shy sky-blue color.

Because I could imagine the woman wearing this necklace and smiling brightly.

I nodded at the necklace he offered, which was quite a beautiful item.

"I chose one with good performance. Unless they're a high-level magician or high-rank adventurer, they won't be able to see the original appearance properly."

"You have quite an item."

"I have connections from my adventurer days, kid. And don't try to know too much about these things; knowledge can hurt you."

Such detailed information wasn't written in the novel, so I didn't know much about it.

So I just nodded vaguely and received the item.

However.

"30,000 dera."

"No... that's too expensive. Please give me a discount."

The necklace was more expensive than I had expected.

It was a price that would require working for more than four months.

"If I give discounts to everyone, what am I supposed to live on? 30,000 dera."

"20,000 dera."

So I began to haggle.

"...Are you crazy? 30,000 dera is already discounted, you lunatic."

"20,000 dera."

"No. Go away."

Even the robe had cost a month's salary each, and I couldn't burn this much money on a necklace.

"20,000."

"40,000 dera, you brat. You're too much."

"Ah, why! You said you wanted to be seen as a person, not a money ghost! Please give me a bit more discount!"

"Hey, you bastard. I said treat me like a person, not like a pushover."

But the affection between people sometimes means letting yourself be taken advantage of.

"Like you said, it's for a woman, so please give me a discount. 25,000 dera, deal?"

"Deal, my ass. If you want to haggle so much, you should at least be polite."

"Elder Yansen, please lower the price a bit. This ignorant one earnestly requests. 25,000 dera, please."

"I don't want to."

"No, shi-"

Ah, this money-obsessed human.

I take back all my previous sentiments.

After arguing for a long time, I finally purchased the necklace for 25,000 dera.

That discount came with a promise to buy all the items I needed for my journey from his shop.

"...Such a greedy human."

Considering the original price of the necklace, I was probably the greedy one.

Since the original price was 45,000 dera.

Hmm.

"..."

Yes, thank you.

I thought this as I walked with light steps toward the grocery store.

The sky had already turned dark.

I had come to the adventurer's shop only after finishing work at the store and closing up.

So I walked somewhat hurriedly toward the grocery store.

Carefully holding the small case containing the necklace, I took steps with a strangely excited heart.

While it could be considered a painful expense, unlike before, I had no regrets.

My mind was already made up.

The fact that she showed no change in behavior even after awakening had diminished the anxiety I had harbored inside.

I could tell that she too had made efforts not to change, though I wasn't sure to what extent.

I thought I could readily give her a gift like this.

So.

That's all it was.

I knocked on the door of the grocery store, and soon it opened with a click.

"Ain? Did you forget something?"

Seeing the woman whose lips twitched happily even as she said this.

"Take this."

"Huh...?"

Facing the woman whose eyes widened in surprise at the small case I held out.

"I thought you might need it to work at the store."

"..."

Offering the necklace with a smile was simply for that reason.

I held it out with slightly trembling hands, and she received it with equally trembling hands.

Silence passed between us.

There was the woman carefully opening the case and looking inside.

Ash-colored hair.

Ash-colored eyes.

A slender jawline.

White skin.

Delicate hands.

Feminine curves that had developed over time.

There was the woman looking at the necklace and lifting the corners of her lips.

"Ain, is this a gift for me?"

"...I bought it because you need it."

There was the woman whose eyes curved round as she asked if it was a gift.

"Thank you... I'll cherish it."

"It's something that changes your appearance, so always wear it."

There was the woman whose expression kept changing strangely, as if she couldn't control her emotions.

Her expression shifted between what seemed like sadness and joy.

Her eyes would shine clearly and then become cloudy again.

Eventually, she lifted the necklace and held it out to me.

"...Then, can you put it on for me?"

"..."

That sight was quite dazzling.

Perhaps it was the streetlight illuminating the dusky evening, but she seemed to glow.

"...You can't?"

"I will."

So I nodded.

I took the necklace from the woman and put it around her neck myself.

The blue gem touched her body and shone with a shy sky-blue light at her neck.

Her hair and eyes gradually changed to different colors.

Rather than becoming a completely different person, only the things that needed to be hidden changed, and she still faced me as a beautiful woman.

"How is it, Ain?"

"...It suits you well."

With the same bright smile.

With the same eyes that looked only at me.

That's how we faced each other.
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I fiddle with the necklace.

The one hanging around the woman's neck gleams clearly in the moonlight.

"Hee..."

After fiddling with it for a while, laughter escapes her lips.

Though it might sound a bit strange since she's never laughed in her entire life.

"Hehee."

This is the first display of deep emotion from the woman.

Her emotions, usually restrained by magic, leak out uncontrollably until they spill over completely.

"Eeheeheee..."

And so, ash-colored particles float around the room.

Her emotions keep rising, transforming into ash-colored mana clusters.

This could be considered quite a dangerous state, but the woman continues laughing before suddenly digging her fingernails into her forearm.

With a wound deep enough to draw blood, she reminds herself not to pour out her emotions while feeling the pain.

She feels fear at the fact that she can't control her emotions.

She knows this is far from being the good child Ain talked about, so she reminds herself over and over.

The woman must remain a good child.

She doesn't want to change into someone he would dislike.

So.

"Heh, hee..., mmph."

Holding her trembling body tightly as she tries to control her emotions.

"A..., Ain."

She repeats his name like a spell.

Her fingernails continue to dig into her forearm, drawing bright red tears, but she doesn't stop until all her emotions calm down.

The emotions that swelled as she awakened her power don't subside easily like they did when she was young.

So she keeps muttering and repeating the process for quite some time.

And as time passes.

The woman blankly stares at her blood-soaked clothes and wounds.

"I cast Verdant Growth."

She naturally utters this and erases all traces.

********

Time passes and winter arrives.

If anything has changed in the otherwise unchanged scenery.

"Welcome."

It would be the woman sitting at the counter greeting customers like that.

With ordinary black hair and dark brown eyes, though still beautiful, the woman who nods stiffly is the only thing that has changed in the scenery.

"That will be 315 dera in total."

Though I told her it would be better to have a smiling expression, she didn't seem to want to do that, receiving customers with a stern face.

"Thank you. ..., Goodbye."

Then she sends the customer off with that somewhat awkward formal speech and slightly turns her head toward me to ask.

"Ain, did I do well?"

She asks like that every time she serves a customer, hoping for my answer.

So I was giving her the same answer for who knows how many times.

"..., You did well. But saying 'Have a nice day' instead of 'Goodbye' would be better."

"Okay, I'll try."

Right.

And so the next customer comes.

"That will be 208 dera in total."

She calculates the sum, takes the money, and gives the farewell greeting.

"Thank you. Go."

But I think you're forgetting something big, aren't you?

"Ain, did I do well?"

"..., No."

"I didn't do well?"

"..., No, that's not it. You did well."

You're doing everything right except turning your head and asking if you did well.

Why is that the only thing you don't forget and do well?

However.

Strangely, the woman's small mistakes have a positive effect on sales.

Just as female customers increased when I was at the counter, male customers have increased since she started serving customers at the counter, as if rumors had spread.

Young men and middle-aged men who look like they've never been to a grocery store before come with shopping baskets and buy various items.

"That will be 670 dera in total."

Despite her blunt words, they keep glancing at her face.

"Thank you. Now go."

Even though it's clearly a strange farewell, they just leave with a grin, saying it's fine.

"Ain, I did well this time, right?"

"..., Yes. You did well."

And that gives me a somewhat strange feeling.

Even though she only smiles at me and then turns her head to receive customers bluntly again, I feel something pressing down inside me.

"That will be 180 dera in total."

I feel uncomfortable not with her mechanical responses but with the men who come as customers.

"Thank you. Have a nice day."

I can't focus on my work and keep glancing at the woman's back.

And then a gruff voice is directed at me.

"Ain, are you perhaps jealous?"

"..., It's not jealousy, I'm worried that strange people might be attracted to her."

Because she's still naive in everything and her emotions are unstable.

Nothing good will come from strange guys being attracted to her just because she's beautiful.

It would be a disaster if a high-level mage or skilled adventurer came in.

"Kuhehe... But your eyes don't look worried."

"..., I am worried. Even guys who've never been to a grocery store are coming."

I was just concerned about the woman's well-being.

"Right, right. It'll take quite a long time for both that guy and you to realize it yourselves."

"Ah, please stop saying weird things, mister."

That was the proper thing to do as the witch's guardian.

That's what I thought as I kept glancing at her until all the customers left.

A month passes by very quickly.

"It's time for sales and salary calculations, kids."

"Wow..., but aren't we a bit too big to be called kids?"

"To my eyes, you're both still kids, so it doesn't matter. If you don't like it, be older than me, boy."

"Well, I'm not saying I don't like it, so let's just do the calculations."

My age was still that of a kid, so being called that wasn't so much disliked as...

It was a bit embarrassing that he still called us that when the woman had almost completely lost her childlike appearance and I had grown tall with muscles.

Anyway.

The old man grinned and calculated the sales for the past month.

After a moment, he exclaimed in amazement.

"Oh..., sales have definitely increased. Even more than when it was just the two of us."

"Appearance has a profound impact on sales."

That's an unchanging law.

Perhaps even older than the Ashen Recognition, a principle that never changes.

Indeed, being cute, handsome, or pretty has a positive influence in any world.

"What, boy. Are you saying sales were low because I'm ugly?"

Yes.

You should admit it now, mister.

I think this as I smile.

I subtly extend both hands forward and boldly say to him.

"If you understand, please give us our bonuses."

And the woman who had been quietly standing beside me stares blankly at me before following my words and actions.

"..., Please give us our bonuses?"

She extends her slender hands forward, tilts her head, and speaks awkwardly formal to the old man.

As I wiggle my fingers as if urging him to hurry, she also wiggles her fingers the same way without understanding the meaning.

When I bend my waist slightly and lean my head forward, she also follows my action and looks at the old man the same way.

"Please give us a generous bonus, mister."

"Generous...? Please give us."

As I say this with a grin, she repeats the words but smiles at me instead of the old man.

So the old man lets out a helpless laugh as if our behavior is absurd.

"No..., boy. What are you trying to do by teaching her only bad things?"

"It's not bad, I'm teaching her how to live in the world."

"This is how to live in the world?"

It's about getting additional profit through the affection built up over time and attractive appearance.

"Yes, this is how you survive. Got it?"

"I got it, Ain."

To survive in this harsh, peaceful but still harsh world, you have to do this.

That's what I tell the woman who is staring blankly at me.

"As if that's true, you two!"

And soon the old man's scolding was heard.

I received a pouch containing a month's salary.

"But mister, I don't seem to have a bonus."

"Hey, you shameless guy, why do you think you should get a bonus? This one did well this month."

"It's thanks to my good teaching."

The memories from fall to winter remain clear.

I taught her formal speech, basic knowledge about the grocery store, gave her small tips, and even got her an expensive appearance-changing necklace.

I'm the one who created the woman sitting there with black hair and dark brown eyes, blankly looking inside her salary pouch.

However, the old man firmly shook his head.

"No, no. You just said it yourself. Appearance has a profound impact on sales. So what bonus are you talking about?"

"That's disappointing, really."

"Boy, I'm more disappointed!"

So as I was having this banter with the old man, she gets up with a small "hup" sound.

"Stingy old man."

"Cheapskate kid."

Thinking she might be going to the bathroom, I continue the small joke with the old man, but her light footsteps gradually approach us.

"Pot belly."

"Skinny anchovy."

Ha, that's something I can't tolerate as a fitness enthusiast.

"No, that's not true. Don't you see these muscles?"

"I'll take it back if you win at arm wrestling."

The small footsteps continue to approach.

"Is it right to challenge a twelve-year-old kid to a strength contest? That's unfair."

"What can I do? Then you are indeed a skinny anchovy."

"You have no muscle, just fat."

"Want to get hit with this fat?"

The coins in the pouch jingle.

"No, why do you always want to hit me..."

"Ain."

Those sounds approach me and then suddenly dissipate at the sound of her voice.

"Oh, do you have something to say?"

"This."

She smiles broadly and holds out her pouch to me.

"..."

"Ain, take this. I don't need it."

Without any hesitation or regret, she tries to give me what's hers.

"You said you wanted to work and get paid."

"I thought it might help you a little."

So from the beginning, her reason for wanting to get paid was twisted.

She didn't want it for herself but to help after all that hard work.

And I don't want that.

I've known for a while that I occupy a large part of her life, but I still want her to live an independent life.

"That's yours, so you don't have to give it to me."

"But..."

She flinches at my refusal and fidgets, but this level of emotional change is fine according to my experience so far.

"You should keep it. Even if you don't have a use for the money you earned right now, if you save it well, there will come a time when you'll need it."

"What if that time doesn't come?"

That could be after I leave on my journey.

"Both you and I are human, so there will always be moments when we need money."

"Do such moments come if you're human?"

"Yes. That's how it is."

It could also be about her future as she adapts to a normal life.

Although she's quite naive and awkward in many ways now, we can't know what her future will be like as she grows more over time.

The development has already changed.

The storyline that was once straight has been gently twisted in a different direction since the moment I took that step.

The overall framework may not have changed, and all endings may eventually lead to one, but I believe that at least the woman before my eyes will write a slightly different story.

And as if answering my inner thoughts, she nods her head vigorously.

"Then I'll save it well, like you said."

"That's a good idea."

She puts the pouch she had held out back into her pocket and says while holding it close.

"Yes, but if Ain needs it, just tell me anytime. I can give it all to you."

"..., Thank you."

Now she has a bright smile that naturally forms at the words of thanks.

She's a woman who flinches with emotions and keeps fidgeting her hands and feet.

And I thought such a sight was quite cute.

However.

There was also a villain who made such a scene embarrassing.

"You're being ridiculous. If you have time to fool around in my store, take this money and go out to eat something delicious together!"

There was a kind villain who put enough money for a decent meal on the counter and told us to get out quickly.

"Such a nice old man."

"What, boy. Get out. The grocery store is closed for today."

I chuckle at the sight of the old man waving his hands like that, and after taking the money.

I grab her hand as she just stares blankly at the scene and head outside.

And I asked her.

"Is there anything you want to eat?"

"I want that."

"Hmm? What is that?"

"Cotton candy."

"..., Alright. Let's go get cotton candy."

I didn't even need to ask in the first place.
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Sometimes in life, there are things that science cannot explain.

For example, all stories collectively known as the occult.

Under the ideology of mysticism, people deeply explore and come to believe in spiritual phenomena such as sorcery and ghosts.

Then there are those absurd claims about reading the future through tarot, fortune-telling, or astrology.

As Major Arcana, people nod along to the codes of destiny and the whispers of cosmic stars.

However, I never believed in such things.

Since ghosts cannot be fixed in horizontal coordinates, I considered so-called spiritual phenomena to be illusions created by human distrust and mental illness.

The future of people was something that couldn't be observed, so I never even glanced at the common tarot shops that could be found on every street corner.

More accurately, I didn't have time to waste clinging to such illusions.

I was always ordinary, just ordinary.

No matter how hard I tried, I remained stuck somewhere in the middle.

As a mere ordinary person, I felt I didn't even have time to pursue such things.

Even paths that others walked effortlessly seemed overwhelming to me, so I was always busy running to keep up.

After running madly like that, only when I passed thirty did I look back and regret.

Despite thinking I had worked quite hard, all that remained behind me were things as useless as burnt-out embers, which I found regrettable.

Perhaps that was the reason.

That's when I finally started reading novels to enjoy even a moment of leisure.

And I believed that through this, I had reclaimed my life.

So...

....

I'm not sure why this story has flowed in this direction.

In other words, I tended not to believe in things outside the realm of science.

I was someone who thought that phenomena I couldn't directly observe were illusions, even if others believed in them.

However.

There is one thing that should have been classified as an illusion that I now believe in.

"Ain."

"Yes, what is it?"

It was always supposed to be just an illusion, and...

"The cotton candy is delicious."

"I'll buy you more if you want."

To my eyes, she had black hair and dark brown eyes.

"No. I want to try something else."

"If that's what you want."

This world called it magic.

I no longer call it an illusion—this phenomenon that allows one to disguise their identity with just a necklace.

"Ain."

"What?"

When I observe it with my own eyes and witness its effectiveness out here, I fully accept it.

"The cotton candy is delicious."

"You already said that a moment ago."

And I think to myself.

Perhaps it's because such convenient abilities exist openly in the world that development has stagnated in this medieval setting.

As someone familiar with modern conveniences, I find everything here rather inconvenient.

However, such idle thoughts of mine soon scatter and get pushed back into some deep corner of my mind.

"But it's delicious."

Because there's a woman smiling brightly as she says it's delicious.

"Yes, I'll show you other delicious things too. Let's go."

"Okay."

I take the hand of the woman who stares at me blankly while munching on cotton candy, and we head into the bustling streets.

This was the third time I had gone out with the woman who was skipping along while holding my hand.

The departure ceremony she watched wearing a robe, and last autumn's festival.

Since then, she had always stayed in the alley and the small room of the grocery store.

That was understandable, as I was the one who said it would be better that way in case something happened, feeling anxious.

Although the Empire now resembled a stage with its lights turned off and lacked strong figures, there was no need to create unnecessary trouble.

However, if you ask why we're out together now despite being so cautious before...

It's because after going out alone for the past few days, I judged it was safe enough.

"Ain, Ain. This, this looks strange."

"Ah, that's fermented food."

The peaceful and ordinary market street is always filled with people who seem like background characters.

In that scenery, there's not even a hint of anxiety, not even the slightest seed of it sprouting.

I thought it would be fine to walk around wearing the necklace.

"Ain, this smells like the alley gutter."

"...It's not polite to say that in front of the shop owner..."

"Hmm, it smells like the alley gutter, sir."

"..."

But I didn't know that her unfiltered comments would become seeds of anxiety.

I taught her that using honorifics symbolizes respect, but who would have thought she'd use honorifics for impolite remarks?

I think I'll need to teach her the basics again later.

I bowed my head to the shop owner who was smiling helplessly.

And so our market street outing continues.

"Ain, what's this?"

"That's a tool for catching bugs."

We're not just looking at food; I follow her wherever she curiously steps.

"So can you catch bug-like humans with this too?"

"...That's a bad thing to say. Where did you learn that?"

"A male customer at the grocery store was talking like that. If it's a bad thing, I won't say it."

The woman holding my hand points at various odd items throughout the market, her eyes sparkling.

"Ain, look at this. This looks interesting."

"That's just a decorative item for shelves. I'll buy you one if you want it."

"No. That would be a waste of money. Ain didn't get a bonus, so you need to save money."

"..."

She seems to find this process quite amusing, the corners of her mouth slightly upturned as she eagerly looks around.

"Ain, that looks delicious."

"No. That's not tasty."

"Can't I try it just once?"

"...I'm not going to eat it."

Sometimes she shows interest in strange things and tries to approach them, making me break into a sweat trying to dissuade her.

I mean, why on earth would she want to try grilled larvae or fried crickets?

This woman walks past the sizzling, golden-brown pork being grilled at the next stall and deliberately moves toward strange foods.

Time passes, and the sky gradually paints a new color on what was once a blue canvas.

Thanks to the old man's consideration, we came out around noon to look around, but I've spent all this time just following this excited woman.

"This is delicious. Ain, want to try some?"

"No."

She's now happily bobbing her head while munching on hot grilled larvae.

The problem is that after respecting her choice and letting her eat it, she keeps trying to make me taste it too.

I'm someone who values the appearance of food above all else and firmly believe in never eating anything that looks repulsive from the start.

As we walk around the streets, she keeps chewing enthusiastically and occasionally turns her head to ask me to try just one, insisting it's really delicious.

"It's delicious, just try one."

"No, I'm really fine."

So I firmly expressed my refusal, but because of that, the corners of her mouth, which had been smiling, gradually turned downward.

"Ain, do you dislike what I'm giving you...?"

"..."

No.

Suddenly turning to emotional appeals is a bit too much, isn't it?

Though I think that, I can't help but be flustered by her suddenly dejected appearance.

This has been somewhat difficult since her emotions became more distinct.

The ashen emotions, while quite dark in color, remain calm before suddenly becoming deeply colored.

Usually, when emotions color her like that, she ends up releasing mana around her.

And the novel's setting, along with records passed down from ancient times, states that the Ashen Catastrophe occurred during such processes.

Of course, I don't think she'll fall into an emotional abyss instantly like other ash-colored ones, but...

"I'm sorry, Ain. I won't ask anymore."

She even looks like she's about to throw away the larvae she's holding while apologizing, which makes me close my eyes tightly and blurt out:

"...Just one, really."

"You'll eat it...?"

"Yes... ah."

So with my eyes still closed, I opened my mouth wide and waited for something to enter.

People passing through the market might think we're a cute couple.

But for me, there had never been a more heart-pounding moment.

Someone who wouldn't even look at mushrooms because they looked strange, let alone silkworm pupae, was about to eat larvae that I had refused even more vehemently.

"Ain will definitely like it too."

And something mushy and slimy, yet with a hard part on one side, entered my mouth.

"..."

"Chew quickly, Ain."

Following her instruction, I bit down without hesitation.

Instantly, warm, lukewarm juice burst and filled my mouth.

The strangely sticky and overtly creepy sensation made all the hair on my body stand on end.

The hard part I felt when I first put it in my mouth must have been the larva's head, as it made a crunching sound when I bit down.

"How is it? Delicious, right?"

It's fucking awful.

Unable to say that, I chewed it a few more times to break it into small pieces before quickly swallowing it down my throat.

And I forced myself to answer.

"...Yes."

"Heehee."

When I opened my eyes, she was smiling more brightly than usual, making a somewhat strange laughing sound.

She seemed so happy that I had eaten what she gave me that she put another larva in her mouth and spoke to me again while chewing.

"Want another one?"

"N-no, let's go see what else there is. Quickly."

So I urgently pulled her hand.

There wasn't much time left before we had to part, so if I could just distract her completely before then, it would be my victory.

And before we parted, I ended up eating one more.

"..."

This is really fucking awful.

********

A few days after wandering the market streets with her, I returned home after finishing work and exercise, and my mother greeted me with an extremely excited face.

"Son!"

"...What is it?"

Looking at her with a suspicious expression, my mother grinned and asked me:

"Does my son have a girlfriend!?"

"No. I don't have anything like that."

So I answered firmly.

I don't know about my past life, but in this life, I didn't have anyone who could be called a lover.

I immediately understood who she was referring to when asking about a girlfriend, but the relationship between that woman and me wasn't what my mother was hoping for.

Besides, having lived to the age of thirty in my previous life, how could I possibly harbor lustful feelings for a child who was barely in her teens?

Even though this world has a medieval setting, even nobles would avoid such an age gap, classifying those who didn't as human trash.

And I am not trash.

"But everyone in the market is talking about your girlfriend!"

"...She's an employee who works with me at the grocery store. I just took her around because she wanted to see the market."

"I heard you were even holding hands while walking around!"

"That was only because I didn't want her to get lost."

If I had left her alone while she was absentmindedly looking around, some strange person might have approached her.

And if we happened to lose each other, I couldn't even predict how the situation would unfold.

"I heard you even fed her food!!"

"...It was larvae."

What might have looked quite lovey-dovey to others was, to me, just lukewarm and awful larvae.

As I grimaced at the memory of that texture, my mother nodded with a strange expression.

"Hmm, is that so?"

"Yes, it was just that."

"That's disappointing. I was excited thinking it was my son's first girlfriend."

She said, clicking her tongue.

In other words, my mother was very open-minded about her son's first romance.

So I shook my head at her and entered the house.

However, my mother's words didn't end there.

"Son."

"What now?"

Looking at her with a tired expression, wondering what strange thing she might say next, she spoke to me with another unreadable expression.

"Treat her well."

"I told you, she's not my girlfriend."

Despite my denial, she smiled and approached to stroke the head of her son, who had now grown taller than her.

"That's why. Regardless of that, treat her well, Ain."

"..."

That was a parent's words.

Not from the naive woman who might even be considered younger than me, but from a mother who raises and loves a child.

There was such a gentle resonance in it.

"When you leave on your journey, you're planning to leave her behind, right? Treat her well until then."

"...I will."

Parents are...

They're as mysterious and strange as magic.

"And no matter who the person is, if my son likes them, it's okay with me."

"..."

While seeming to know nothing at all...

They face me with a smile as if they know everything.

Ch.26 - 26. The Stubborn Age of Fourteen.
# Chapter 26

Two years have passed, and I've turned fourteen.

The daily life that changed when I was twelve remained the same, allowing us to pass these two years without incident.

If I had to describe it...

There was a boy who had grown more muscular and could hardly be considered fourteen years old by appearance.

Similarly, there was a young woman who had become incomparably more mature and feminine compared to two years ago.

And then there was a middle-aged man whose only change was a slightly bushier beard.

We still worked together at the same grocery store.

However, now it was a beautiful young woman, not me, who served as the face greeting customers.

"Welcome. Thank you for visiting Illeina Grocery."

A neat dress.
Brown shoes.
A white headband.
Long black hair.
Fair skin and distinct features.

Standing at the counter and greeting incoming customers with such an appearance, her manner was so elegant and gentle that it was difficult to imagine how she used to be.

"That will be 840 dera."

Her tone was still dry and indifferent, but the awkward formal speech from before was nowhere to be found.

"Thank you. Please visit Illeina Grocery again."

She would even bow her head to male customers whose faces turned red, then move on to the next customer.

While my diligent teaching played a part, it was mostly due to her almost obsessive efforts.

I've repeatedly told her that this world is peaceful and people are kind.

I've always said that's how the world is set up, but things don't always go that way.

Even in our unchanging grocery store, occasionally a twisted cog would fall and disrupt the flow of everyday life.

Simply put, I'm referring to what you'd call difficult customers.

Not every customer would overlook mistakes just because of a woman's appearance.

Not every customer would simply glance, pay, blush, and leave quietly.

Some would persistently nitpick her smallest mistakes.

There were bitter memories of people shouting loudly in the store, trying to touch her hand, and eventually saying things close to harassment that soured the atmosphere.

So honestly, when such incidents occurred, I worried she might not be able to hold back and do something.

Ironically, I was less concerned about her and more worried that someone might die from her ash-colored mana.

Even though she deliberately ignored such people and immediately apologized to me, I still worried until she apologized.

She said she was sorry.
She said it was her fault.
She asked me not to hate her.

And I think that's when it started.

Even when I told her it was okay, she would apologize to me for a long time, and that's when she began making efforts to change like this.

"I received 1000 dera. Your change is 80 dera."

To fix her awkward and strange habits, she developed a habit of using formal speech even when not working.

"Thank you. Please visit Illeina Grocery again."

Even after naturally speaking formally, she insisted on using formal speech in everyday life.

A strange dignity developed in her speech and actions, and she matured that way.

So...

"Ain."

"Ah, yes?"

"It's been quite a while. Would you like to have lunch?"

She often habitually speaks formally to me too.

With her feminine appearance, having lost her baby fat, she asks politely.

"Sure, all the customers are gone, so let's have lunch. And I told you, you don't need to use formal speech with me."

"Yes, I'll prepare it... Ah, it's become a habit. I'll make lunch, Ain."

However, I thought the smile she showed only to me still seemed childlike.

After saying that, she headed toward the kitchen next to the storage room, turning back to me with a broad smile lifting the corners of her mouth.

By the way, Illeina is the name of the daughter the middle-aged man finally got during those two years.

I vividly remember the day he immediately changed the grocery store's sign, saying he finally had a daughter.

********

Fourteen years old.

"..."

Fourteen, huh.

I first resolved to travel when I was five years old, so nine years have passed since then.

So I recall the stories up until now.

First, there was the role I assigned myself, with only two years remaining now.

The witch's guardian... or rather, the witch's protector, which is more accurate now, was my first choice.

I dare say I've performed that role well so far.

Rebelling against the Creator's decision and screaming until my throat was raw.

The fear of slowly being forgotten as a background character was the first turning point in my life.

And that led to my connection with the grocery store.

Because I didn't want to remain just a small child.

Because I thought that was all someone as weak and insignificant as me could obtain.

The impulsiveness of an eight-year-old trying to earn money has continued for six years.

It became the knot connecting my first step to my second.

Next, there was my effort toward growth, which fills me with regret just thinking about it.

I recall the days of screaming under the instruction of the gym owner, whom I still think is insane.

....

Crazy bastard.

He's still a crazy bastard.

And finally.

It's only now that I'm beginning the final preparations for my journey.

If you ask what that is, I'll proudly tell you.

Because this world is quite unfair when I think about it again.

Because it tempted me with the romantic background of fantasy but gave me nothing.

Because it's forced upon me, a mere extra, to become a traveler wandering the world.

"...damn it."

I pack several thick books into my bag and leave the house.

Dear Creator, I apologize for my irreverence until now, so please give me a language patch.

Please.

So I finally started studying languages, which I had been saying I would do but had been avoiding and postponing.

Fortunately, since the Empire is the largest human nation, there wouldn't be problems for short journeys to the Republic, some kingdoms, and places like the Papal State.

But my ultimate goal doesn't end there.

I will step into the territories of non-human races.

Dragon's lair, ogre valleys.
The great forest of elves and the caves of dwarves.
The fields of fairies and spirits.
The territories of beast-people and the sea of the sea god.

If possible, I'd like to go beyond to the ash-colored land where the Demon King resides.

So even if I just visit all the human nations, there are more than ten languages, and when you add each race's language, that number increases exponentially.

Obviously, I don't have the talent to master all those languages in two years, so I planned to start studying the languages of the regions I would visit first.

"E... Efride, Benishi... What is this saying?"

And it seems this process will take much longer than I thought.

It reminds me of a certain woman who now speaks fluently but struggled when first learning the Imperial language.

Her awkward and clumsy Imperial language only became normal recently.

So I think that even with two years of consistent study, it will still be somewhat difficult.

"Dvali... chi. Bini, e... mi."

Damn this.

El psai congruda, you bastards.

Since I got permission to study other languages during spare time at work.

I was muttering incomprehensible words in the store when the middle-aged man quietly approached me and spoke.

"Squirt."

"..."

I'm not a squirt.

"Kid."

"..."

I'm not a kid.

"Augh, fine! Ain, answer me."

"Yes, Mr. Rendo, why did you call me?"

To be clear, I am always Ain.

"...Why would I call you? Because I have something to say, you fool."

"You're not going back on your word about letting me study in the store, are you?"

It might seem a bit annoying to see me studying instead of working.

However, the middle-aged man glared at me with a look of exasperation and quietly spoke.

"Would it be that? Of course it's something else."

"What do you need to tell me?"

He spoke to me in a voice quiet enough that the woman standing blankly at the counter couldn't hear.

"So when are you planning to tell her?"

"..."

As the middle-aged man said, there was actually something more important than language study.

It was a task for me to move from my current role to the next.

"You know too. Even though she looks kind and gentle now, that child is ash-colored."

"...I know."

It was about telling the woman who had approached me with curiosity about the journey I had been planning all this time.

"Don't say you'll leave without saying anything. You need to think about the emotions of that child who will be left behind, and how far the aftermath might reach."

"I know. I know, but..."

"You fool, if you know, you should tell her quickly before more time passes!"

It had been a constant worry from before.

I had been worrying about it continuously since moving beyond the role of a mere observer.

Yet I always end up with the same result, unable to find an answer.

"No matter how much I think about it, I don't know how to tell her."

"..."

What I want to tell the woman is likely to disturb her emotions,

No matter how much I agonize over it, I can't think of words that would make her okay with it.

The pounding of my heart only grows louder.

"...Whatever choice I make, there will definitely be problems."

"You foolish boy... why did you do something you couldn't handle?"

If I leave her behind, the problems and anxiety that will arise cannot be completely erased.

If someone suggests we travel together, I would answer that there are too many things to give up.

The crackdowns and inspections in numerous regions, the suspicion and scrutiny from magicians and adventurers we'll constantly encounter.

I don't think the woman could safely pass through such things.

Because being ash-colored means being such an existence in this world, because the world still only allows the woman the small room of the grocery store.

So even though I've taken one step, I feel afraid to take the next.

Therefore.

If someone asks me if the heart I gave to the woman was only worth that much.

Perhaps I would nod and say yes.

I might answer that I gave her affection despite not having the courage to take her with me.

Because, as the middle-aged man said, it was something I couldn't handle.

It was fair to say it was the aftermath of my actions, not being satisfied with the role of observer and daring to look beyond my place.

However, I thought.

"As you said, I'm a fool, so I can't help it."

"Hah..."

Because I am ultimately just a fool.

Even if I could go back to that moment, I would surely make the same choice.

I would save that small girl who was abandoned in the alley, looking at me with hazy, cloudy eyes.

The worn-out clothes full of lint, a month's worth of food, medicine and bandages to cover her wounds.

I want to give them to her again so she can smile.

Even if it was pity, even if it was calculated.

Looking back now, it was human affection that no one else in this world would have given.

So I'm still agonizing over a farewell that won't hurt the woman.

And as such worries continue, the woman approaches me with small steps.

"Ain."

"Yes?"

There is a woman who gently smiles and tilts her head toward me.

"What are you doing... no. What are you doing?"

"..."

"Is it something difficult to talk about?"

But as the woman says, it's a bit difficult to talk about.

Because I still don't know what answer to give her.

So as I remain silent for a moment, she slightly lowers her head to look at the book cover.

Of course, although she can speak well now, she still doesn't know how to read, so she couldn't tell what it was.

"Just..."

"..."

"The book is a bit difficult."

"I see, so that's it."

So I just smiled back at the nodding woman.

Ch.27 - □□. The Untold Story.
The small girl had ash-colored hair and ash-colored eyes.

For just those reasons alone, she was abandoned in an alley, waiting only for the day she would die.

She was a tiny child.

Though she had committed no sin, she was abandoned.

Sitting quietly in a corner of the alley, smelling the musty, foul odor, blankly waiting for death.

She was a child who would scratch at wounds made by stones thrown by other children, causing yellowish pus to drip down.

That tiny girl, who didn't even have a name, always longed for affection.

Her emotions were faint, so she didn't desperately crave it every moment, but she at least wished for just one person to see her as normal.

At that time, the girl who crouched at the deepest end of the alley was only four years old.

She was still young enough that she might have missed her mother's milk.

Even though she had never once tasted it, she certainly thought so.

Even as she bled from being hit by stones, the girl thought this way.

Summer was so hot it was hard to breathe.

Winter was so cold she couldn't endure no matter how much she curled up.

So the girl began to wonder what meaning there was in surviving like this.

A year passed, and then another year.

That pitiful girl, who still couldn't leave the alley, looked at her festering wounds.

The girl who had nothing thought that perhaps it wouldn't be so bad to die from being hit by stones.

However, none of the children threw stones hard enough to kill her.

"Hey, if you hit her too hard, she'll die! They say if the ash-colored one dies, her curse will spread to us!"

They would throw just enough to cause pain, just enough to make wounds that hurt and itched, and then leave.

So she wished that if not children, then perhaps adults would kill her.

But adults looked at her with contemptuous eyes, as if they didn't even want to come close, and then walked away.

Even when the girl turned six, that life continued to repeat itself.

Time wouldn't stop no matter how much she hated it, and it flowed gently even as the girl began to shiver.

Her body, wrapped in a straw mat, was emaciated, and her exposed arms and legs were covered in wounds.

With nothing to eat, she rummaged through garbage cans at night.

The foul smell rising from the garbage cans wasn't a problem for the girl.

The alley where the girl lived always had a terrible smell too, and she actually found comfort in the similar scent.

Whenever she opened the lid, several rats would jump out with a "tok-tok" sound.

They were guests who had been dining before her.

The fortunate thing was that, unlike humans, they were considerate enough to leave her some leftovers, even if they were just spoiled food scraps.

So the girl would pick them up and immediately open her mouth wide to throw them in.

They tasted disgusting and had a strange mushy texture, sometimes salty, sometimes sour.

However, the girl would blankly chew and chew, suppressing the urge to vomit, and then gulp them down.

She wanted to die.

But she wanted to live just as much.

Though her emotions were faint and she didn't want much.

A small fragment remained, and there was something she wanted.

The girl longed for human warmth.

She instinctively sought that warmth.

She thought she might want to see her mother, whose face she couldn't even remember.

If not her mother, then she wished someone else would see her.

Thinking this, she looked up at the sky.

She saw the clusters of light engraved on the dark, wide curtain above.

Feeling that if she made a wish upon them, someone might hear her, she stared blankly and murmured a small, desperate wish.

God existed.

Even in a world full of misfortune, God certainly existed.

The girl crouching in the alley came to this conclusion thanks to an encounter that occurred when she turned nine.

"...?"

"..."

There was a girl as small as herself.

Black hair.

White skin.

Perhaps even smaller than herself, but unlike her, this girl lived in normalcy.

"Are you okay?"

"..."

And the girl asked her that.

She asked while looking at her with pure, clear eyes.

"Your wounds... they look painful."

"..."

However, she didn't know how to respond to this first encounter with human warmth.

To be precise, all she had ever heard were curses and condemnation, so she couldn't think of a proper response.

So she just stared blankly at her.

Step-

One step forward.

Step-

Another step forward.

When the ash-colored girl didn't answer, the unknown girl approached little by little, eventually coming close and bending her knees.

"Ah... your wounds are severe."

"..."

After examining her body all over, she scratched her head as if troubled.

Though it was what she had longed for, she couldn't understand this girl.

Why.

Why on earth.

Why wasn't she throwing stones at her?

Why wasn't she looking at her with contempt and walking away?

"Hmm... what medicine did we have at home..."

"..."

However, she couldn't bring herself to voice these doubts.

She just.

She just hoped that this small girl, who was now standing up again.

Would come back and speak to her at least once more.

That's what she found herself thinking.

Time passed.

The ash-colored girl was still in the alley, and the girl whose name she still didn't know occasionally came to visit her.

"Hello? Are those wounds from before better now?"

"...Yes."

She smiles.

The girl smiled.

She would show a pure, untainted smile.

She would bring ointment, saying she had taken it without her mother knowing, and apply it to her wounds.

"I'm sorry. I could only bring a little today."

"It's... okay..."

When she was saving a slightly spoiled sandwich she had found in the trash at night, eating it sparingly until lunch the next day, the other girl would be horrified and bring her food.

That was when she first understood what it meant for something to taste good.

Delicious food wasn't something that chewed disgustingly and had a strange mushy texture.

Delicious food was different from what she had thought was salty and sour.

So when she hurriedly put what was given to her into her mouth and chewed, the girl looked at her and smiled again.

"Eat slowly. I'll bring more next time."

"..."

She showed pure joy while watching her just blankly chewing.

It was one day.

No, it wasn't the story of just one day.

"You witch! Monster!"

Thwack-

"Ugh, disgusting!"

It was certainly an ordinary day.

Except for that one girl, everyone else hated her, so it was familiar.

Thwack-

She just took the stones that were thrown at her.

She no longer had any questions.

People had hated, despised, and loathed her since she was younger than she was now, so she thought it was just a normal part of daily life.

She still couldn't understand it, but she thought there must be some reason.

Eventually, she was hit on the head with a stone and bled.

"Wow! I hit her head!"

Seeing the child cheering as drops of red blood fell to the ground.

"Throw more, more!"

She scratched at her wounds that hurt and itched, then curled up when hit by another stone.

Even with the pain battering her body, she just thought that today's routine would soon be over.

However.

"You, what are you doing...!"

That day was a bit different.

The black-haired girl who was seeing this scene for the first time had joined the landscape and was shouting at the children.

Because she was a pure and gentle child, a child who didn't know how to hurt others.

"This... this is wrong! You shouldn't do this!"

That untainted small girl was just shouting at them to stop.

It would have been better if she had been a bad child too and raised her fists first.

It would have been better if she had punched back at those nasty children who rushed at the girl with disbelief and beat her up before leaving.

"...Ugh."

"Are... are you okay...?"

That day was particularly unlucky, and they were both left there covered in wounds.

Even so.

"Yes... I'm fine. Are you okay? It must hurt a lot. I brought some ointment... today we'll have to apply it together, haha..."

The girl didn't forget to smile.

After that incident, with her help, she moved to a new place.

At best, it was just moving from the end of the foul-smelling alley to the next alley over, or the one beyond that.

But it wasn't so bad to head to a new alley with moldy planks and miscellaneous items.

At least after moving like that, she could avoid being hit by stones for a few months.

She had thought being hit was a necessary part of her daily routine, but in fact, it wasn't.

She had believed contempt and disdain were natural, but in fact, she didn't have to endure them with her whole body.

"If people keep bullying you, just run away. Don't just stay there and take it."

"...Okay."

She still didn't quite understand why she should do that, but she nodded anyway.

She believed that the normal girl would know better than herself, who couldn't even reach the edge of normalcy.

As a little more time passed.

"I'm sorry... I don't think I can bring you food and medicine anymore..."

That's what she thought until she saw the girl come to her in a complete mess.

God existed.

However, it was a god who fervently wished only for her unhappiness.

The girl crouching in the alley came to this conclusion when she turned fourteen and saw the one who had helped her in a miserable state.

Ch.28 - □□. The Untold Story.
# Chapter □□

I was kicked out of my home.

The children who had beaten me up so badly before had tattled, finally revealing that I had been helping her.

I had to face the contemptuous looks from my parents.

Just for helping one ash-colored girl, the world branded such a person.

"I'm... sorry..."

"What are you sorry for? It's okay."

And even in this situation, that girl would smile at me.

Feeling guilt for the first time, I kept mumbling apologies to her, and she told me it was okay.

"I'm... sorry..."

"Tsk! You don't need to apologize! Helping you was my choice, and this isn't your fault or mine. Ouch..."

Even as she forced her lips to curl upward, the wound on her lip reopened, and a bright red drop of blood formed and fell with a plop—yet she still spoke those words.

"Well then! Since we're living together now, why don't we introduce ourselves properly?"

"Intro...duce?"

I didn't know what that meant.

"It means we tell each other our names and greet each other!"

"...Oh."

Despite her kind explanation, I had nothing to say.

I had no name, having been abandoned long ago.

My mother had left without leaving even that small thing behind.

So I hung my head, feeling somewhat dejected.

However, she wasn't someone who would be drawn into such gloominess.

"Hmm, if you don't have a name, I can give you one!"

"Huh...?"

She continued with a bright smile.

"Hmm, I know! How about the name Bellia?"

"..."

She was the kind of person who would playfully give me a name even in this situation.

"Oh no, do you not like it?"

"No, I... like it..."

So I nodded.

The first name ever given to me.

Bellia.

I liked it so much that I nodded more vigorously than usual.

And she seemed pleased with my reaction, smiling as she said:

"I'm Ain! Nice to meet you!"

"...Yes. Ain."

She was a radiant person.

Someone who didn't match me at all.

Someone who didn't belong with someone as dull and hazy as me, stained ash-gray and deserving of hatred.

I thought she was such a beautiful person.

And so we came to live together.

It would be a lie to say I was happy about living together—the scene before us was just painful and sad.

There were no warm, delicious meals that ordinary life had once provided.

The ointment that had treated our wounds was down to its last application, and the once-clean bandages had become as dirty as our unwashed bodies.

The world was cruel.

It tried to kill a person just for helping someone ash-colored.

Her parents had changed completely and thrown her out, and people spread rumors everywhere, posting large notices.

Children still came to the alley where we stayed, throwing stones and giggling.

Now they had two targets to throw at, so they threw many stones before leaving, saying it was even better this way.

The wounds increased.

When I tried to scratch because it hurt and itched, the girl who had developed the same wounds would stop me, saying I shouldn't—but it was too painful and itchy to bear.

Once again, I had to dig through trash cans to find food.

It had been so long since I'd done this that I frowned when I put it in my mouth again, but I was grateful just to have something to eat.

However.

"Urgh, blegh..."

The girl who had never experienced this couldn't handle it.

She tried to be brave.

She smiled despite the hardship.

She stayed with me like that, but for an ordinary girl, these were incredibly harsh days.

Unable to suppress her disgust, she vomited, and even when she managed to eat, her body ached, and she vomited again.

"I'm okay... I'm fine..."

Even as she lay on the moldy boards, groaning, she still smiled.

She was foolishly kind.

When was it?

We snuck into the public bathroom in the square with the girl who was whimpering about being itchy because she couldn't wash.

We secretly slipped out of the alley in the middle of the night when no one was around, holding hands tightly.

We had no soap, toothpaste, or toothbrushes, but...

"Ahaha! The water is warm, Bellia!"

"..."

She smiled just from the warm water alone.

She turned the faucet on high and splashed water vigorously, saying we needed to scrub off the accumulated grime.

"Ah, this feels good... How about you, Bellia? Isn't it nice?"

"...Yes."

We splashed water on each other for quite a while and washed our clothes—little better than rags—by soaking them in water and scrubbing hard.

However, we still couldn't wash away our filthy appearance.

We might have become a little whiter, but our faces still had ingrained dirt.

The rags, no matter how much we rinsed them, were still too tattered to be called clothes.

Already torn and frayed for years, merely soaking and squeezing them didn't change much.

My first bath, which was probably her first in a long time, ended like that.

...

Actually, no.

The story of our bath didn't end there.

Without towels, we shivered naked.

With no change of clothes, we wrung out our washed rags, shook them out, and waited for them to dry.

If someone asked if that was good...

I'm not sure I could still say yes.

Nevertheless, she smiled at me.

"Huh? Bellia, did you just smile?!"

"..."

The only truth that remained was that I had curled up the corners of my mouth for the first time.

Then, at some point.

There was a day when I was in terrible pain.

It felt like I was truly going to die.

Like my whole body was on fire.

My limbs felt like they were being torn apart—it was so painful that I couldn't regain consciousness for several days.

"Bell... ah! You have to... stay conscious!"

I could hear her voice calling out and holding me, but I had no chance to respond.

The ash-colored girl didn't know what was happening.

She just thought that what was meant to come had finally arrived, that since she hadn't been sick and had lived well until now, she could die like this.

So she tried to say goodbye in advance.

"A...in. If I... die..."

"You won't die...! I won't let you die, *sob*!"

I could hear the girl's sobbing.

"Don't... stay here... You must... escape..."

"I won't run away... Don't die, Bellia..."

My dim pupils captured the image of the girl crying loudly while holding me in her arms.

Indeed.

The girl was radiant.

Even her teardrops sparkled brilliantly as they fell.

And.

Unfortunately, the ash-colored girl didn't die.

Instead of dying, she woke up feeling refreshed and invigorated.

"Ah... ah."

So I immediately tried to call for the girl who had cried for me.

"Ain."

Because the warmth that had embraced me wasn't by my side, I called her name.

"Ain, am I awake...?"

However.

"...Ain?"

The bright smile that should have welcomed me was nowhere to be seen.

"Ain."

To be precise, her body was sprawled a little distance away from me, not breathing.

"...Ain."

I could see dried bloodstains.

"..."

I could see new wounds and bruises all over her body.

"A...in..."

Her empty eyes were staring directly at the wooden board where we had slept together.

In her arms was a fairly large piece of bread, soaked in blood.

That too must have been something she was bringing for me.

However, it was never delivered.

It was never delivered, and she just died like that.

I had spoken of my own death in pain, but in the end, it was Ain, the girl who had helped me, who met death.

"..."

The memories that had accumulated, that sad joy, began to scatter.

The ash-gray swirled.

Blood tears flowed from the woman's eyes, and uncontrolled emotions began to overflow.

So.

The first spell and wish uttered with the ash-colored talent.

It was just a simple wish that this world would perish.

And.

There are no memories after that.

A massive explosion.

Beast-like howls.

Rows of corpses.

The burning imperial palace.

The beheaded children.

A madwoman.

The Ashen Witch.

A small box.

Death.

Only these remained in records, defining the ash-colored woman as evil.

Not a single word of their small and sad story survived.

********

When was it?

It was certainly on a day when I was traveling by carriage.

It was on a night when I was resting with people I had met by chance.

"...The Ashen Witch?"

"Yes, I heard the Saint herself eliminated her. As someone researching ash-color, I would like to hear the Saint's insights."

"..."

And I was momentarily speechless at the question from the wandering researcher, one of my chance acquaintances.

Do you remember the ash-colored girl from the alley whom the Hero saved during our training in the Empire?

As time passed, she eventually became a disaster.

With eyes filled with madness, and tears that flowed endlessly.

With an unkempt appearance as if she hadn't washed, holding a small box in her arms.

I still cannot forget how she faced us, cursing the Empire.

Recalling the memories of the past, bitter emotions slowly rise from beneath the surface.

"Ah, if you're choosing your words because she was too cruel and vicious, you can speak plainly..."

"...She was a pitiful person."

"Pardon...?"

Yes, she was a pitiful person.

Even after we had no choice but to kill her, I continued to feel uncomfortable.

Because I saw what was in that small box she never let go of, even as she died.

The Hero and I investigated her actions and found out.

She was certainly a pitiful person.

She was someone driven to death by perceptions built up over hundreds of years.

So.

"At least, please don't hate the ash-colored ones, Researcher."

"..."

"Because they were definitely people too."

I believe.

The ash-colored girl... the ash-colored woman was certainly a person just like us.

There must have been a path to happiness for her as well.

However.

The perception built up over hundreds of years is another curse that turns even ordinary people into villains.

It ultimately reignites the misfortune of witch hunts.

Sadly, being ash-colored only leads to such an ending.

So I thought.

By speaking like this, by expressing my emotions.

Someone.

At least the researcher before me would not remember the ash-colored woman only as evil.

I hoped that afterward, the story of the ash-colored would not be completely rejected.

I hoped that my words would be the starting point for that.

That's what I thought.

What do you think?

She.

How could the ash-colored girl have ended with a happy story?

Sadly, I still don't know.

And so I am only ashamed to bear the name of Saint.

Ch.29 - 27. The Stubborn Age of Fourteen.
# Chapter 27

Money makes the world go round.

That was true in modern capitalism, and it was the same story in what was clearly a medieval novel setting.

Since I was still classified as a minor, not yet an adult, my parents took care of all the essential elements like food and shelter.

But for things I wanted to do, I had to pay the price with trembling hands.

That was the case with food and medicine for the woman, as well as robes and necklaces.

So I thought I would have to purchase all sorts of books needed for my journey at an expensive price as well.

"...no, my money."

Since this wasn't mentioned at all in the novel.

"I already bought five books with my own money, you bastards..."

Because books were considered a kind of luxury for commoners.

I had just now noticed the Imperial Citizen Library that was openly standing nearby.

I stared blankly at the rather large building and sighed like that.

Of course, while it was a library for citizens, it wasn't a place just any citizen could enter.

Nobles and royalty, whose status itself was a free pass, had no problem entering with just a nod of their heads.

But commoners had the obligation to fill out documents that must have been five pages long.

Moreover, those who weren't yet adults weren't even included in that category, so a legal guardian had to come along to fill out the paperwork and stamp it.

So I dragged my mother, who had been sprawled out at home.

"Yaaawn... my son doesn't seem to be filial in many ways. So I just need to fill out all these documents...?"

"Yes, I've already filled in all the content, so you just need to sign and stamp them."

Perhaps because I had brought someone who had been nodding off, my mother kept yawning and blinking her eyes at the documents.

"If you were going to fill everything out, you could have just brought them home and gotten my signature and stamp..."

"Unfortunately, the relationship verification needs to be confirmed directly by the librarian."

If it were that lax, every Tom, Dick, and Harry would be coming in and out, so it couldn't be helped.

In any case, there was no way for a child to resolve this alone.

I think I've grown enough both physically and mentally, but the shell of being a child stubbornly insists on using only age as the criterion.

"Yaaawn... then there's no helping it. Ugh, the procedure is annoying... There, all done."

"Thanks, Mom."

I took the documents from my mother and submitted them to the librarian sitting in front.

The librarian, perhaps tired, yawned like my mother and nodded before handing me a library access card.

And after all that process was over, my mother finally added one more comment.

"Right. My son, don't go looking for inappropriate books~"

"...I won't do that."

"Isn't fourteen an age when you're curious enough?"

Fourteen is indeed an age when sexual curiosity develops, but at least not for me.

I could now control the impulses I had experienced as a child when I was even younger.

"Let's just go, please."

"And don't be rude to that girl you work with~"

"Oh, come on."

"Hehehe! Mom's leaving!"

Let me just say one thing.

I am not a bastard who gets aroused by a woman who isn't even an adult, a child I've raised like a daughter.

Anyway, I was looking around the library.

With only me, the librarian, and very few other people in the large space.

There was no noise to be heard, only the occasional sound of paper being turned that brushed past my ears.

The place was much larger than I expected, making it quite difficult to find a single book I wanted, even with classification.

What I'm looking for are easier language books and histories of the Republic, but.

With over a thousand books on just one long bookshelf, my head starts spinning.

"...this is ridiculous."

At this rate, I'll be searching for books for days.

So I reluctantly headed toward the entrance where the librarian was.

I felt bad about bothering someone who looked so exhausted, so I tried to do it myself, but this was clearly not something I could do alone.

So I approached the counter and carefully spoke.

"Excuse me..."

"Yes, what can I help you with?"

The librarian was barely covering her emaciated face, which looked like she was about to die, with large round glasses.

"I'm looking for a book, but even following the classification, I can't find its location at all..."

"Ah, that can happen if it's your first time here."

However, her sunken eyes strangely gleamed as if she had encountered a newbie logging into a game for the first time.

That was a bit scary.

"So... I'd like to ask for some guidance."

"If you tell me the book you want, I'll guide you. If you don't know the title, please tell me the category."

"I'm looking for Elven language books and Republic history books."

"Then I'll guide you to the Elven language books first."

The librarian said that, got up from her seat, and walked ahead.

She rotated her shoulders a few times as if to stretch her tired, drooping shoulders, and pushed up her round glasses that kept sliding down with the back of her hand.

And then she said:

"First, Elven language-related books are located from G-201-13 to G-201-81 in the language classification."

"What?"

"The Elven language books you mentioned."

She was declaring herself a crazy person.

"Uh, that..."

"And the Republic history books are fewer in number, so they're from B-10-3 to B-10-8 in the history classification."

Unlike the muscular bald man at the fitness center, she was definitely a crazy person.

"Do librarians have to memorize things like that...?"

"Of course not. There's no need, but memorizing book locations is fun."

"...Ah. I see."

"Here we are. You can find the books you want on the third row of this bookshelf."

The citizen library never shown in the novel.

A rather strange librarian lived there.

So whenever I had time, I would go to the library to read books and borrow them if necessary.

"Hello."

"Yes."

I greeted the librarian who was always busy scribbling something at the counter, then went to the category she had told me and pulled out a book.

Basics of Elven Language and Character Arrangement.

Unlike the language books I had bought and read without guidance, there were many books that taught from the "ABC" slowly.

As it turned out, the expensive book I had bought was something that only Elven linguists would enjoy reading, the librarian had said so indifferently.

That bookstore owner bastard.

He must have just sold it without knowing much about it himself.

So I read books in the quiet library.

"Bern, El, Kair..."

I mumbled each pronunciation as I read through the book.

You might think speaking in a library is rude.

But since language study naturally requires speaking aloud, I had permission to do so in a secluded spot.

After all, there were hardly any people, so it didn't matter.

"Hmm, is that right?"

"Please refrain from chatting in the library."

Then why stop this level of mumbling?

"...Yes."

The librarian was quite strange by my standards.

And so my daily routine repeated.

I wake up early in the morning, go to the fitness center first, and scream for three hours straight because I still can't beat the muscular bald man.

Then I eat a simple breakfast and go to work at Elaina's Grocery.

There's always a woman who peeks her head out, waiting for me as I slightly open the door of the store.

When I finally reach the store, there's a woman who says, "Welcome to Elaina's Grocery," and then smiles broadly.

After the store work is done, I head straight to the library.

"Hello."

"Yes, you're diligent."

The library is always quiet.

Moreover, today the only people in the library were me, who had just arrived, and the librarian sitting at the counter, busily writing something on paper.

In truth, it was a library for imperial citizens in name only.

The empire's citizens were all busy living their day-to-day lives.

While they might be interested in books, about five out of ten passersby wouldn't even know how to read.

There weren't people like me who would make time to visit a place like a library.

So I think that's probably a similar reason why this place wasn't shown in the novel.

And today I asked her about a slightly different type of book.

"Um, librarian."

"Yes, please speak."

It was for my journey, like the books I had borrowed so far, but.

"Are there any research papers or history books about... ash color?"

"..."

It was part of my effort to part ways with the ash-colored woman without sadness.

The librarian's eyes, which had always been sunken, fully turned toward me.

"Are they not available here?"

"Research papers and history books about ash color are classified as prohibited books in 72 countries across the continent, including the Empire."

That was information I learned for the first time just now.

I thought it was fine since research notes and such always appeared in the novel.

"Ah... then I won't find them anywhere."

"Normally, just possessing such books can be punishable under imperial law."

So according to her, there was probably no way for me to obtain those books.

However.

"We have them here."

She says that while still looking at me.

In her eyes, there's a flame that could be seen as a fragment of madness.

Ch.30 - 28. The Stubborn Age of Fourteen.
# Chapter 28

Idrin.

A genius and an eccentric woman.

"Imperial Library Director Idrin Meia."

"Yes."

Idrin loved libraries.

She enjoyed sitting quietly, passing time, and discovering new books that captured her interest.

She also enjoyed the various research texts from all fields that scholars had labored over, which would occasionally arrive and provide a week's worth of entertainment.

Being eccentric, she became a librarian at a young age, and being a genius, she rose to the position of library director.

However.

If there was one problem, it would probably be the forbidden books kept in the underground archives of the Imperial Library.

The problem would have been that she discovered the ash-colored there.

The ash-colored.

It was like an inexhaustible spring.

It was like a deep valley with no visible end.

Perhaps it was what she had been waiting for all along—something that could finally alleviate her boredom.

So she researched.

The ash-colored.

Her eyes gleamed even though she knew that dealing with anything related to it was a criminal offense.

As mentioned, she was a genius and equally eccentric.

"I strip you of the Meia family name and order you to be transferred to the Temple Library to reflect on your sins."

"I will obey your command."

Because a genius's curiosity naturally sprouts, and an eccentric's madness naturally reveals itself.

The researcher who coveted and pursued her interests until she desired the ash-colored was thus expelled from her position and demoted to a lower place.

And while an ordinary person would have been frustrated, despaired, and shed tears at such a moment...

'I wonder what materials remain in the Temple.'

At least until the moment of her demotion, one shouldn't have expected normalcy from someone whose eyes still sparkled with interest.

"Librarian Idrin."

"Yes."

So even at the Temple Library, she continued her research, rummaging through forbidden books.

"You have sinned again. God may forgive you, but the Empire's law demands your punishment."

"I will accept it gracefully."

She thought she had hidden her research well enough, but she was caught before she could get very far.

"Sigh... Couldn't you have just restrained yourself, Idrin."

"..."

"By order of His Majesty the Emperor, you are to be transferred from the Temple to the Public Library."

"Yes."

And so she was demoted once again.

A common library without specialized materials like those in the Imperial and Temple libraries.

It was probably the higher-ups' final consideration—since there would be no materials about the ash-colored there, she might develop interest in something else.

However, she thought.

All the materials she had read in the Imperial and Temple libraries were already in her head.

'So it's good for research since there's no one watching me.'

After all, if she wrote her research journal mixing dragon language and dwarf language instead of the imperial language, most people wouldn't be able to understand it.

Her thoughts naturally led to the conclusion that she could continue her research at the Public Library.

And.

Returning to the present.

Idrin was looking at a clean-cut boy with black hair.

********

"It's here."

No.

"But it shouldn't be here."

"I have it."

"You just said it's a forbidden book."

"I'm a librarian."

Did His Majesty the Emperor ever declare that librarians were exempt from the law?

I was dumbfounded by this thought and could only stare at her.

She maintained her hollow and indifferent expression as she tapped the papers she had been scribbling on to organize them, then handed them to me.

"This is..."

"A research text about the ash-colored. It's something I'm writing, so it's a bit messy."

Not even an existing research text, but one she herself was writing about the ash-colored.

So, with a glimmer of hope, I questioned her again.

"Is writing a new one not against the law?"

"Of course it is—the minimum punishment would be forced labor. Creating a forbidden book would anger even His Majesty the Emperor."

My question was met with a look that suggested I was being strange or pathetic.

As if it wasn't her own business.

"Then why are you..."

"That's why I'm working here now. It's thanks to the Emperor's mercy that I avoided execution."

"..."

So that's why she was a librarian at the Public Library.

And what was the reason for committing another crime while still serving her punishment?

As I was thinking this, she continued indifferently.

"If you need a research text on the ash-colored, read this. It's a document compiled with reference to the forbidden books in the Imperial Library and Temple Library."

However.

"I appreciate it, but this isn't in imperial script."

"I wrote it mixing dragon language and dwarf language. I need to prepare for the possibility of getting caught."

The document was not something I could read.

"..."

"If you need an imperial language translation, I can make one for you. It will take some time though."

"You just said you need to prepare for the possibility of getting caught..."

"Because accomplices are welcome."

There's a crazy person here too.

This world is full of crazy people everywhere.

So with that thought, I stared at her hollow face for quite some time.

After that awkward silence.

"Ain, don't you think it's funny? It's just research, yet the state tries to prevent even that—it's quite absurd."

"..."

She was so happy to have found a comrade that she chattered enthusiastically whenever we were alone in the library.

"Studying the ash-colored doesn't make one ash-colored. Just as approaching the ash-colored doesn't stain you with it, research is just research. Of course, they are dangerous beings, that's true."

"Um..."

"Besides, the ash-colored is history. It's the vast history that this continent holds. No matter how much they try to hide it, someone will surely overturn that history."

"Excuse me..."

They say an unbridled colt cannot be properly controlled.

Like that saying, Idrin was an unhinged, deranged colt.

"No historian tries to deal with the ash-colored. Only a few wandering researchers like myself take interest in it. Even among those, most are negative about it."

"Librarian..."

"Why do you think that is? Can you understand why everyone is so negative and why the state suppresses it so much?"

"Please stop..."

"So when I was at the Imperial Library..."

Stop it, for fuck's sake.

This novel isn't titled "The Survival Story of Park Chan-ho, a Black-Haired Foreigner in Another World."

Anyway.

After several days of torment, I received a translated version of her research text on the ash-colored.

The research text she had written herself was so thick—nearly 20cm—that I wondered when I would ever finish reading it.

And as she handed me that thick book, she said to me:

"Ain, if you happen to meet an ash-colored during your travels, please introduce them to me."

"...I can't imagine what you might do, so how could I bring them to you?"

Based on her behavior over the past month or so, she seemed like someone who would immediately cut open their belly out of curiosity about what an ash-colored's internal organs looked like.

However, she tilted her head as if I was the strange one.

"What are you saying? If you mishandle an ash-colored, the entire city could be destroyed. I just want to ask them some questions."

"...What questions do you want to ask?"

And she answered.

"About their life."

"Pardon?"

"I'm curious about their story—the one that flowed without anyone knowing—before it led to a miserable end."

Uncharacteristically ordinary and...

"Whether that end truly had to lead to a witch hunt. Whether they couldn't have had a happy ending."

Uncharacteristically human answer.

"Were there really no ash-colored from ancient times who could control their emotions and avoid becoming villains? Weren't there ash-colored who lived kindly, normally?"

The fundamental question I had always harbored was being voiced by someone else.

"I've always had such doubts. The deeper I delve into the ash-colored, the stronger these questions become."

Perhaps I was hearing the tiny possibility I had been hoping for through someone else's voice.

"And I believe that secret lies in the story of their lives. That is the final piece I seek."

Though clearly an odd person...

During that moment, she looked at me with clear and pure eyes.

So I answered.

"Well... if I get the chance, I'll bring one."

"Yes, I'll be counting on you."

With those words, the library once again maintained its silence.

And.

She returned to being the librarian of the library, hollow-looking and busy scribbling her research.

Ch.31 - 29. The Stubborn Age of Fourteen.
# Chapter 29

It was already autumn of my fourteenth year.

"So, Ain."

"Yes?"

The old man sighed deeply and spoke quietly so only I could hear.

"When exactly are you planning to give that kid a name?"

"..."

"You took care of her, brought her here, and even taught her. It's already quite late, but don't you think it's time to give her a name?"

"..., You're right."

"We can't keep calling her 'that kid' forever."

There was no need to think about it.

I had always referred to her as "the woman" or "her."

Though she clearly had the name Bellia assigned to her by the setting, I had the excuse that I didn't want to call her that.

It felt like pushing her into the storyline.

It seemed like it would negate all the effort I had put in until now.

"Just as I take responsibility for my choices, you too must take responsibility for yours, Ain. Before you leave on your journey."

"Yes, I will."

"Good, give her a nice name."

The old man had pinpointed exactly what I had been avoiding with such flimsy excuses.

He pressed down on my head briefly before returning to his place.

And as always, the woman filled the empty space he left behind.

"Ain."

"..., Yeah."

She was a woman who always called me precisely by "Ain" whenever she addressed me.

"Are you going to the library again after work today? No, are you going?"

She smiled brightly as she leaned forward, habitually slipping into formal speech—a woman still without a name to be called by.

"No, I'm not going today. Why, is there something you want to do?"

"I just want to walk around together?"

If I had to think about why things ended up this way, it was probably because I was a coward.

The hesitation I felt when I was younger had simply continued until now, and I kept putting it off with the excuse of being busy.

I had a few good excuses that I used as shields to keep calling her "the woman."

It was ridiculous considering everything I had done so far.

Besides.

I had already thought of a name for her long ago.

Though I objectively had no talent for naming things, I thought I had come up with a pretty good one.

So I nodded at her words.

"Sure, let's go for a walk after work today."

I said this thinking it was finally time.

"Yes. It's a promise, Ain."

"Yeah, a promise."

She seemed pleased, her shoulders twitching slightly before she hurried back to her place.

And she kept glancing at the clock.

She would lift her head slightly whenever she had a moment, as if wishing time would pass quickly.

There was warmth in our clasped hands.

The small hand I had held when she was young, afraid of losing her, had now become one that naturally held mine tightly and wouldn't let go.

When we left the grocery store, she would quietly approach and wrap her hand around mine.

And it was at times like these, when holding her hand, that I felt how much she had grown.

Because she had once been so fragile, like she was nothing but bones.

Because there were scars all over from where she had been hit with stones.

The slender, beautiful feminine hand I now held carefully was completely different from the one I had gently cradled back then.

So I still held it carefully because of those memories, but now she gripped mine firmly as if she would never let go.

"..., Heehee."

And lately she would let out strange, unrestrained laughs.

They were probably fragments of emotion that she couldn't quite control.

I could tell because she would giggle like that, then suddenly startle, glance at me nervously, and fidget with her fingers.

So I would naturally speak up to keep her from feeling self-conscious.

"Let's go. Where do you want to go?"

"Hmm. First I want to look around the market a bit, and then visit the square."

Oh, please.

When she said she wanted to look around the market first, I immediately voiced my objection.

"..., I'm not eating caterpillars."

"You won't eat them?"

When she wanted to go to the market alley, it was usually because she wanted to eat two things.

One was cotton candy.

The other was grilled caterpillars.

I couldn't understand why she simultaneously liked two foods that absolutely shouldn't be mentioned in the same breath.

Even if the cotton candy was because she remembered the sweetness of the candy I used to buy her when she was young.

The grilled caterpillars seemed like something she ate just to mess with me.

"I won't eat them."

"Really, you won't eat them?"

When I flatly refused, she would bring her face close and look up at me with eyes like this.

"No, I really won't eat them."

"Really, you won't eat them?"

This is like Puss in Boots.

Looking up with those round eyes, and when you let your guard down, she stabs you with a rapier—that image overlaps.

"..."

"Really?"

As she kept asking while looking at me like that, I ended up waving the white flag of surrender, as was my role.

"..., Just one, I'll eat just one."

"Okay. Just one, Ain."

With a broad smile, she inevitably skewered two caterpillars on a toothpick and shoved them into my mouth.

Once again, my mouth was filled with caterpillar juice.

"Ain, it's delicious, right?"

"..."

Shit, when did the definition of "one" become two caterpillars skewered on a single toothpick?

"Not delicious?"

"..., It's delicious."

I can't really tell anymore if it's delicious or just fucking awful, but there's one thing I do know.

It's like.

Her name.

The letters that would compose her name keep silently screaming to be changed.

The letters I thought were beautiful are trying to be replaced with uglier ones.

So.

Don't ever put caterpillars in my mouth again.

This is my final warning.

Anyway.

After wandering around the market, we slowly headed to the square.

This was what was good about a stage with its lights turned off.

Those who might recognize her true form had all left for the next stage.

It definitely felt like we had more freedom to act.

Before moving on to the next stage where they had gone, the Empire, the starting point of the story, was simply peaceful.

Even the novel's forced progression, which usually only worked in negative ways, helped maintain a peaceful daily life at times like these.

So.

"Ain, Ain. This statue grandfather is really ugly."

"..., That's the Empire's first emperor."

We could walk together in the square, having silly conversations.

"Yes, the first emperor was ugly."

"It's not about being ugly..., never mind."

Aside from our childish conversation, I thought the surrounding scenery was quite beautiful.

The colors of autumn were distinctly different from other seasons.

Everything was bathed in its own light.

When even things I thought would always be green began to embrace warmth, I felt a strange comfort just from that.

"Ain, let's go over there."

"Okay, but slowly..., ugh."

And it seemed the woman holding my hand and running toward a pile of fallen leaves felt the same way.

She pulled my hand with more excitement than usual.

She ran straight toward some place with sparkling eyes, as if she had discovered something fun.

Running while holding my hand tightly, with the corners of her mouth turned up in excitement.

"This looks fluffy."

"No, no.... This isn't right...."

Rejecting my rejection, she jumped right onto that high pile of fallen leaves.

However.

If there was one unfortunate thing, it was that the leaf pile, which certainly looked fluffy and cozy, shattered the illusion the moment you threw yourself down on it.

"Ain..., this isn't fluffy."

"..."

Rather than being fluffy, it was scratchy and prickly, making it feel strangely unpleasant when it touched bare skin.

Though the colors were warm and gentle, the reality was completely different—the damp, moist texture stuck to various parts of the body.

"And the leaves are getting inside my clothes and making me itchy.... But why do you look like that, Ain?"

"..., Because you dragged me along when you jumped."

So our appearance, covered in fallen leaves, truly made us look like vagrants.

"Then do I look like that too?"

"You don't just look like that, you look worse."

So I said that as I pulled the woman out of the pile of leaves.

I stood her up as she rose limply, then shook her clothes thoroughly to remove all the leaves that had gotten inside.

"I see..., heehee. It's itchy, Ain. Get the leaves that are still inside my clothes."

The process must have been quite ticklish, because she laughed out loud uncharacteristically and then tried to take off her clothes.

"Just wait a bit..., no. You don't take off your clothes outside...!"

"There's still a lot left. It's easier to get them out if I take them off."

Nothing she said was wrong, but this wasn't about right or wrong—it was about common sense.

"No, you need to think about your age. Hey! No, stop undressing...!"

"Heehee, it's okay because you don't know my age. It's itchy, Ain."

I had to struggle to stop the woman who kept trying to take off her clothes.

I couldn't allow a grown lady to expose herself outdoors.

Besides, at this rate, instead of the sad story of being captured as the Ash-colored Witch, it would become a ridiculous story of being arrested for indecent exposure and then having her ash-colored identity discovered.

"Augh!"

"Ain, don't get angry, just get the leaves out."

"Don't undress!"

So stop struggling as if you're trying to head for a bad ending, and just stay still.

Our autumn welcome ended like that.

After quite a bit of bickering that wasn't really bickering, we finally got all the leaves off and looked at each other before bursting into laughter.

Then, seeing our ridiculous appearance, we both had the same thought.

Perhaps because of our dirty appearance, we wanted to visit the alley after a long time, and our footsteps were already entering that familiar yet awkward alley.

It's a dirty place with a slight stench.

It's a dark place where sunlight doesn't properly shine unless it's midday.

It's a strange alley with just a shabby wooden plank house placed there.

However.

"Ain, it's over there."

"..., So it is."

We don't feel repulsed by these things approaching us.

Rather, having spent a long time there, we even feel a strange sense of welcome.

So we step into that scenery.

We approach the shabby wooden plank house and stare at it together.

The house where she had lived was now left with parts rotted from water damage.

A musty smell of mold wafted from inside, and the floorboards had completely surrendered to mold.

"Look here, Ain. The wooden planks are more worn out between these gaps."

"..., Because no one lives here anymore."

Objects that no longer receive human touch eventually become obsolete.

As if even objects have hearts, they need to be constantly touched and loved to maintain their form for a long time.

So the abandoned wooden plank house, having lost even her warmth, was gradually crumbling away.

"Hmm, so things get worn out when no one lives in them."

"..."

The woman slowly examined these things and then slipped into the wooden plank house.

Now she was too big and filled the space completely, but she knelt inside and looked around blankly.

So I asked her.

"Do you miss it?"

It was quite funny to say that while looking at a collapsing wooden plank house in a stinking alley.

But her hands caressing those things seemed to hold various emotions.

Though it might be a negative impression for me, she might be perceiving it differently.

And her answer came.

"..., No. It's okay."

Something surprisingly calm and relieved reached my ears.

"Are you really okay?"

"Yes, because this isn't my home anymore."

"..."

That brightly smiling face was quite beautiful.

She squeezed out of the wooden plank house with difficulty, looked straight at me, and continued as if making a declaration.

"It's okay because Ain and the old man gave me a new home. I can just keep this as a memory."

She takes a step forward.

She has grown more than I thought.

I thought she was barely following from behind, but she has quickly approached and is smiling.

"Let's go now, Ain."

"..."

Now, instead of waiting for me to take her hand and lead her, she grabs my hand herself and moves forward.

So I had to change my perception somewhat.

That I had been seeing her as too young.

That she had suddenly grown up and become a mature woman.

I acknowledged this as I watched her back as she led the way.

And I said it.

"Asha."

"Huh? Ain, what's that?"

It's the name I had been pondering for her all this time.

"Your name."

"Oh...?"

It's my effort after agonizing for a long time because I didn't want to give her the name Bellia again.

"If you don't like it..."

"I like it! I like it, Ain!"

So I embrace her as she throws herself into my arms, smiling more brightly than ever.

"..., I'm glad."

"Thank you, Ain. Thank you...."

For the first time, I said it.

"Yes, Asha."

"...Yes, Ain."

I called the woman by her name.

I hoped this name would twist her misfortune away.
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It's snowing.

Following the wind, the snow flutters and gradually spreads across the streets until the world is dyed white.

On such a day, Asha and I find ourselves among the soft piles of snow accumulated on the streets.

Despite my protests about not wanting to go out because of the cold, there's a woman who dragged me out and is now crouched down, playing with the snow.

I see her squatting on the street, diligently packing snow together as if her hands aren't even cold.

"Hmm, it's cold."

Though she clearly says it's cold, her expression maintains its usual slight blankness.

She presses the snow firmly, making a round snowball, places it on the ground, and rolls it around to increase its size.

"Ain, why are you just standing there? You should start making one too."

"...It's cold."

I hear the voice of the woman who finally makes me roll another snowball on the ground when I was just standing there watching.

"We promised to make it together. Don't tell me you're not going to keep your word?"

"..."

I wonder how much effort she's put in, but lately I've noticed she speaks more articulately than I do.

"I believe Ain isn't a liar."

"...Fine. I said fine."

And so today, once again, I end up giving in to her words.

With a broad smile, she continues rolling snow and enjoying herself. I follow behind Asha and start rolling a snowball of my own.

The snow is cold.

My hands touching the white, fluffy snow gradually become numb, so I roll it for a bit, then shake off my hands, and repeat the process.

I can't understand how she keeps rolling this cold mass without taking breaks.

Watching me intently, she eventually tilts her head and approaches me.

"Ain, are you cold?"

"No, I just said I was cold a moment ago..."

Then she grabs my hands and rubs them against her face.

"My face is warm. Right?"

"..."

She presses my hands against both her cheeks, and the sight is quite adorable.

With slightly vacant eyes looking at me, and lips that pout from being pressed by my hands.

I can't help but let out a small chuckle as I watch her.

"Is it not warm enough? Then inside here..."

"No, no. It's very warm."

"This would be warmer though?"

"...It's fine. So please stop trying to take off your clothes like that."

The fact that it's warmer inside is something even stray dogs instinctively know.

However, I hope she soon learns the common sense that I'm not refusing because I don't know this fact.

Of course, I might have bathed her when she was younger, but now she's a proper young woman.

The more she does this, the more troublesome it becomes for me.

After some time passes, we finally create something resembling a snowman.

Strangely, the body and head are the same size, and the branches stuck in as arms look sloppy.

We haven't even properly made a face yet, so it looks rather empty, but she looks at it with a bright smile.

"Ain, this one is still ugly."

"How do you know it's ugly when we haven't made a face yet?"

"Ah, then it will be ugly."

Although she's laughing because the snowman is ugly, she seems quite pleased with the snowman we made together, as she runs over and gently hugs it.

I quietly call out to her.

"Asha."

"Yes, Ain."

I think it would be good to widely announce that this snowman, which will guard the front of the grocery store all winter, is originally from the grocery store.

"Could you go into the grocery store and secretly bring me a carrot and a handful of black beans without the owner noticing?"

"Okay. Wait just a moment."

So the proper way to finish a snowman is to decorate it with groceries.

"Grab them quickly and run out, Asha."

"Yes, don't worry."

The woman smiles broadly and slips into the grocery store.

And then.

"Ain, you damned brat!"

Not long after, a thunderous shout is heard from inside.

As expected, there was no way she could avoid the owner's gaze.

Actually, I didn't tell her, but my goal was to get her caught by the owner.

That way, even the owner who had been holed up inside complaining about the cold would come out of the grocery store.

As the door opens again, two people emerge, just as I expected.

"I caught a thief trying to steal groceries. Ain, what do you think about this?"

One is the bearded owner who had no intention of participating in our snowman-building plan.

"Sorry, Ain. I failed to bring them secretly."

The other is a woman clutching a carrot and a handful of black beans to her chest, dangling from the owner's hand.

So I grin and answer.

"It's okay. Asha, you did well. And owner, since you're out now, please lend us a hand. It would look better if the three of us made it together."

I told him to pay for his sin of remaining indifferent until I was dragged outside by Asha's hand.

"No, you've almost finished it. Just finish it and come inside."

"It's unfair if I'm the only one dragged out into the cold."

"What, you little punk?"

Well, it's unfair if only the owner gets to rest in the warm store.

The winter cold doesn't get cut in half just because it's shared, but I think it's nice to feel the cold together and make memories while we're at it.

So I gesture to the woman who is still dangling.

"Asha, give the black beans to the owner and bring him over here."

"Owner, please take these and go over there."

At my words, she hands the black beans to the owner and continues dangling as she stretches out her hand, pointing in my direction.

"No, you kids... At my age, the cold wind makes my knees ache..."

Of course, we ignored the owner's sigh.

He has enough stamina to have recently fathered a daughter, so excuses about aching knees aren't acceptable.

Besides, he's strong enough to hold a grown woman with one hand without any trouble.

And so, the three-person snowman is completed.

It still looks sloppy, and even the face decorated with a carrot and black beans looks ridiculous.

The three of us gather to look at it and burst into laughter.

The owner teases that he's never seen such an ugly snowman, and the woman nods, agreeing that it is indeed ugly.

I couldn't deny it either and just scratched the back of my head awkwardly.

However, this is a process of building new memories.

It was my first decision to accumulate memories until I become an adult and leave on a carriage.

Initially, it was a method I thought of while continuing to read Idrin's ash-colored research book, but the memories weren't limited to just Asha.

It was for the ash-colored woman who stared blankly at me, but also for the owner who patted our heads.

It was a decision that had been somewhat altered by my inner desire to leave something more for those who would remain.

It was also for me, who would be leaving on a journey.

Not because I had no feelings for them, thinking they were just characters.

The impulsiveness with which I had declared I would go on my own journey, separate from the novel's plot, had changed its form.

The past version of me who passed by indifferently and just observed like an observer can no longer be found.

Eventually, everything concerns me.

Even though I should focus solely on the goal of the journey, my gaze keeps turning to the side or behind.

It wasn't just about Asha.

It could be about Rendo, the owner who had employed me all this time, or about Rini at the training ground.

It included Yansen at the adventurer's shop and Idrin continuing her research at the library.

And it became a story about two people who always support me.

My mother and father were smiling as they prepared for the separation from their only son.

So.

Because my eyes kept being drawn to all of those things, the memories I'm building are also to discipline myself.

So with that thought, as I stare somewhat blankly, I hear a voice calling me.

"Ain, should we make this again?"

"Kid, I think it might be better to destroy it and make a prettier one."

I hear the voices of two people pointing shovels at the snowman.

So I answer them.

"No, this year we had an ugly snowman. Next year, let's try to make a more handsome one."

I'm already talking about the memories we'll build next year.

"If that's what you want, Ain. Asha, are you okay with that too?"

"So we'll make another one next year?"

I grin at both of them and nod.

Unless it melts away, the ugly snowman will guard the front of the grocery store all winter, occupying a corner of the scenery.

As another memory.

So I quietly called out to Asha as she was about to enter the grocery store.

"Asha."

"Yes, Ain."

Feeling that it was truly time to talk now.

Convinced that it was time to implement my second decision.

"Shall we take a walk?"

"...Yes. I'd like that."

I watched her as she came toward me with a smile.

The end of being fourteen is approaching.

In the season of deep winter when breath turns to mist, the reason I called her to walk with me was just one.

At the tail end of the year with less than a month left, I glanced at the snowman we had made together and finally recalled what the owner had said to me in the past.

I could hear his voice echoing in my ears, asking when I planned to tell her about my departure.

It was something I had heard as soon as I turned fourteen in spring, so almost ten months had passed since then.

And I still hadn't told her about the journey.

If someone asked why I hadn't told her yet, I could only make the trivial excuse that I had been contemplating how to do it all this time.

Every day, truly every day.

I had been reading the ash-colored research book I received from Idrin in the past.

I had been holding onto it, postponing even language books, hoping there might be a way written in it to tell her without hurting her.

To my foolish self who couldn't think of any method, it seemed like a guidepost.

However.

No matter how much I read the ash-colored research book, there was no content about how to speak in a way that wouldn't hurt her.

The human heart was not something that could be learned from research books.

In relationships between people, there were limits to what could be achieved through study, and even knowing this, I had clung to books until winter arrived.

Like a fool.

And there is a woman who asks me with an innocent face.

"Ain, where shall we walk to?"

"...Let's go to the alley after a long time."

"Yes, that's a good idea."

With a bright smile, she firmly holds my hand and walks ahead.

There is a woman named Asha who moves her steps familiarly toward the alley I mentioned.

The alley is not far.

Even walking slowly, it takes only about 10 minutes to reach, so I stepped into the familiar scenery without having time to calm my nervous heart.

What should I say?

How should I say it?

That was all I could think about, but even until Asha turned around to look at me again, I still hadn't decided.

"Ain."

She calls me.

Even though her speech and actions have become more refined, emotions still occasionally burst out, and she gently touches my hand.

"...Yes."

I can predict her next words and actions.

She twitches her shoulders as if wanting to exchange words quickly, and gradually raises the corners of her mouth.

Asha has always faced me with such consistent behavior.

However.

"It's okay if Ain doesn't want to talk about it."

"What...?"

The words she uttered, her expression, and her actions were all different.

She was looking at me with things I had never once anticipated.

Even though she shouldn't know what I was going to say, she foolishly says it's okay.

"If it's a worry that came because of me, Ain can do whatever he wants."

"...How do you know what it is to say it's okay?"

I see the woman who has now gently grabbed the hem of my clothes, smiling with uncharacteristic kindness.

Then she says the words I had been hesitating to say.

"The journey."

"..."

In other words, she already knew.

"It's okay to go, Ain."

"..."

I can't even guess since when, but she already knew and was still smiling calmly.

The corners of her mouth that she raised while saying it's okay begin to tremble slightly, and the hem of my clothes that she was gently holding is gripped tightly.

The ash color flutters faintly.

She is clearly agitated in this situation.

"Ain, I can wait."

"..."

Yet she still manages to articulate her words properly.

So I am at a loss for words.

I truly don't know what answer to give.

Rather, I'm the one with a blank face, just staring at her.

And as I do so, the woman's words continue.

"I thought about it every night. Even though I noticed you were going on a journey long ago, I'm still stupid and still foolish, so it took me a long time to think."

All of her inner thoughts that I had never heard before begin to pour out, filling the alley.

"I wanted Ain to not leave my side, I wanted you to stay with me instead of going on a journey, and if you had to go, I thought I'd like you to take me with you."

She says that she too has been worrying like I have, and speaks with a smile whose emotion I cannot discern.

"But, Ain. Even after thinking for so long, in the end, I could only come up with one answer."

Her current expression is bittersweet.

"I know well how people view the ash color, and I am that ash color. Even though you and the owner accepted me, there are hardly any such people in this world."

Her current expression is filled with sadness.

"If I stop you from going on the journey, you would surely say it's okay, but would it really be okay?"

Then her expression changes to something I cannot understand.

"Then would I be helpful on your journey? If I followed you like that, wouldn't I end up being someone who only causes you trouble?"

And it keeps changing.

"Then I can't be a good child. I need to remain a good child to you. I don't want to be a bad person to you of all people."

Her expression twists several times.

"Every day, when night came, I thought about it. I thought about it for a very long time, but if I do what I want... I can't remain the good person you talked about."

Then, as if holding something back, she bites her lip and looks up at me.

"So. I don't want to be a bad person who makes you give up your dream. I don't want to be someone who causes you trouble. I want to be a good person, Ain."

"..."

"I'm okay, Ain. I can wait."

Gray snow accumulates on the ground of the alley.

Ashes that flutter as if depicting her emotions get mixed with the snow and scatter.

And in that scenery, the woman is smiling maturely.

Ash color.

"I'm okay."

Dull ash-colored snow.

"Ain."

It flutters in the alley for quite some time.
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The Twisted Gear.

Speaking plainly, it was just that one thing that had intruded into the girl's life.

It seemed like just one of thousands upon thousands of tiny pieces that could snap and roll away at any moment—even after inserting itself into her life.

In a clockwork mechanism that had been running smoothly, more important parts were scattered everywhere.

It seemed like such a protruding piece would have no effect whatsoever on changing the world.

Nevertheless.

Gears always turn at regular intervals, so when even one spot develops a problem, they start making strange tick-tick sounds.

The boy's seemingly insignificant actions piled up one after another.

By the time they finally expressed with his whole body that he was twisted, the mechanism had already lost its regularity, making tick sounds.

Something broke, and something else twisted along with it.

The flow that had been circulating the mechanism became strangely disturbed.

By the time anyone noticed, the scenery and the sound had definitely changed.

However, that doesn't mean the mechanism completely broke down.

Before the twisted gear could completely break the device, a caretaker would appear to repair it, and everything that had been making tick-tick sounds and deviating from its orbit would find its place again.

Literally, the boy's desperate struggles and loud cries were just one of thousands upon thousands of tiny pieces.

Before they could destroy that small world, everything would eventually regain its original regularity.

So if someone were to ask whether the boy's actions had any meaning at all.

One would have to answer that they did.

Because.

There was another gear that had already assimilated with the twisted gear.

Already twisted together, at least one part had changed slightly from its original form.

If one were to say that the number was less than ten out of tens of thousands, it would seem quite trivial and insignificant, but the change gradually spread to the surroundings.

And by the time the caretaker would notice again, it would have already become a hundred out of tens of thousands.

And by the time they would try to replace the gears, albeit belatedly, it would surely have spread to a thousand out of tens of thousands.

Looking at it again, one couldn't say it had no meaning.

So it did have meaning.

The small affection the boy gave to the girl had such meaning.

To the girl who was abandoned in an alley, barely surviving day by day.

It had more meaning than anything else.

********

It's an old story now.

The story of days when a nameless girl looked up at the sky.

And whispered small, desperate words to the clusters of light engraved on the dark, wide curtain.

Because she thought there was a god in the world.

Because she believed there was a god watching over her even in her sadness.

Because of the existence of a boy named Ain, who was as small as the girl herself, who came to her with the strange heavenly singing sound that echoed "la."

There was a time when she believed it was clearly the mercy of a god high in the sky who had sent down the boy who was as small as she was.

Although what the small boy showed her at their first meeting was dismissal or indifference.

The fact that it wasn't contempt or disgust was enough for the girl to think that way.

And in the days that followed, the girl often thought that perhaps there really had been divine mercy.

Because the boy came like the wind, gave her something, and disappeared like the wind again.

Because he was a boy who always looked at her indifferently without saying a word and handed her only what she needed.

At that time, she truly believed that a representative of god had come to her and was giving her a glimmer of hope.

Looking back, it might be quite an embarrassing thought, but at that time, that's what the boy was to the girl.

At some point, the girl began to feel warmth.

Even though it was just old clothes, it was the warmth given by a certain boy.

Because it was the first thing ever given to the girl who had nothing.

Just hugging it and blankly looking up at the sky would bring back memories of that time.

At some point, the girl began to eat ordinary food.

It was the roughness of the boy who now came at regular intervals, tossed something, and disappeared.

Thanks to that, she no longer had to eat things that were no better than garbage.

Although it wasn't warm food, what the boy gave her was clearly all delicious.

So as she munched on it, the girl found herself thinking about the boy.

At some point, the girl stopped scratching her wounds.

It was the touch of the boy who came on a day when her wounds were severe and applied ointment thickly.

Even though she still thought it was itchy and still painful, the boy's words telling her not to scratch kept ringing in her ears.

Though he clearly maintained an indifferent expression, that boy gradually, very gradually, entered her world.

Time passed.

And that day was both like any other and different.

Once a month.

It was the day when the still nameless boy would come and give her food and medicine before leaving.

The girl spent her days just waiting for that boy to come.

She did so during the day when children who disliked her came and threw stones, and she did so during the night when the cold wind blew strongly and she endured by covering herself with old clothes.

So she sat there with a blank expression, hoping for time to pass quickly.

Since the boy would only come after the sun had set, she just waited for time to pass.

And.

Finally, as the sun was almost setting.

The girl perked up her ears to the approaching footsteps, but what appeared was not the boy.

It was a grim-looking man with a huge greatsword on his back, trying to pass through the alley.

He muttered as he looked at the girl.

"..., ash-colored?"

"..."

The low bass voice was powerful despite being a small mutter.

There was a presence that filled the alley and approached with a whoosh, making the girl feel afraid for the first time.

"An ash-colored one in the heart of the Empire. Ridiculous."

"..., ah."

Looking at the girl's hair and eyes, he immediately raised his greatsword.

So when he finally took a step forward with a thud, the girl thought.

It was approaching.

Death was slowly approaching the girl.

"..."

"..."

Surely the girl had always wished for death.

She had been that way since the past when she was abandoned in an alley and had to be stoned every day.

Because hope was never given to the girl, because everyone always just hated her.

Because she couldn't find any meaning in living, she thought she wanted to die.

"..."

"Ugh..., ah...."

However, now it was different.

Although there was only one reason, because of the boy, she no longer wanted to die.

Even though it was just once a month, she wanted to live because the boy would come to see her.

"..."

"Ah...."

She trembled at the sight of the man who had now approached right in front of her and was slowly raising his greatsword.

So.

She wished someone would save her.

After giving her mercy in such misfortune, after making her think she didn't want to die.

She wished he wouldn't ultimately drive her to death.

But even as she thought this, the greatsword was raised high into the sky.

A moment of silence passes.

Like the calm before a storm, there are no words between the one who wants to kill and the one who will die.

The girl closes her eyes, realizing that death will not be postponed, and the huge man watches her.

Tick-

Finally, death approaches.

Tick-

It slowly approaches the girl.

Tick-

And so, making that regular sound, it whispers that the moment will arrive.

Tick-

Then it stops as another sound mixes in.

Tap- tap- tap-

The scale of fate that pointed to death is blocked by hurried footsteps and equally rough breathing.

There was no need to wonder what it was.

"Do you know what you're trying to protect."

"..., don't, come closer."

Because even with her eyes tightly shut, she could hear a familiar voice.

Because she heard the voice she had been longing for, the girl opened her eyes.

And in front of the girl was a back larger than the man who had tried to kill her.

There was the back of a boy who, though trembling, spread his arms wide and struggled to block the girl's front somehow.

Even as the greatsword was pointed at the boy, he growled like a beast, preventing the man from approaching.

What fell to the ground with a thud was the boy's tears, and the girl was blankly watching the whole scene.

"Ha."

A low laugh.

Words uttered as he put the greatsword back on his back.

"You are a man."

"..."

The boy did not answer, but the man who had only been frightening spoke to the boy again.

"That's how you protect it. Something precious."

"..."

The boy did not answer to that either, but he answered by blocking the girl's front until the huge man disappeared.

Something precious.

Was the girl something precious to the boy?

She was quite curious about that, and she also wanted to hear it directly from the boy's mouth.

"..., are you okay?"

But there was no need to wonder about it.

When only the two of them were left in the alley, the first words of the boy who slumped down in front of the girl were concern for her.

That's how the girl's life began to change.

The desire to live gradually swelled more than the desire to die.

Emotions that had withered began to raise their heads little by little and sprout.

Because her wish was slowly coming true.

Because the warmth she had wished and wished for was gradually piling up around her.

Before she knew it, the girl learned how to lift the corners of her mouth.

Because there was care directed at her, even her emaciated body began to grow according to the flow of time.

God surely existed.

The boy, that boy was the girl's god.

Although not omnipotent, he was certainly a person no different from the girl's god.

Others might laugh.

But the girl thought so whenever she recalled that moment.
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Stories don't always flow as intended.

At best, they're just tales passed down through words, at best, just novels written in letters.

Because they were stories where something would inevitably change with just one person's words and actions.

A story written by one person begins to transform easily with the casual words and actions of another.

He was a boy who, precisely because he wasn't pure, remained untainted by the world.

She was a girl who, having lived her entire life that way, remained composed in the face of whatever the world threw at her.

The boy, small as he was but unlike a child, didn't help the girl out of pure innocence, and always seemed to watch her with observant eyes.

However, it was because of this twist that even the natural flow of events forgot its direction and staggered.

And so.

The girl who had been waiting only for death in the alley met a boy and began to wait for days worth living.

The boy, though a child yet not quite a child, understood the importance of money and the value of secrets.

Setting a long interval of once a month, he would visit the girl, give her only what she needed, and leave.

He was always expressionless.

He rarely showed emotion in front of the girl.

Not being pure, he knew that was how it had to be.

While "purity" might have been a positive trait in an ordinary world, he knew well that in this world, it meant foolishness.

If one were to question whether he simply had no interest in the girl, the boy would answer not with words but with actions.

He raised his fists against the children who bullied her, and blocked the Hero's greatsword with his body.

He always brought her food and medicine, and took the dirty, smelly girl to bathe her.

He built her a crude but functional house when she had been living without a roof.

The boy would surely deny it, claiming all these actions were merely calculated, but for the girl, it was the only affection she could have.

And so.

When the girl first began to learn words.

"Hel... lo?"

"Than... you..."

Despite hesitating a bit due to her awkwardness compared to the boy, she earnestly repeated what he recited.

"E..., frin, Empire..."

"Capital P, reion..."

Learning basics one by one like this, and striving to learn even more difficult things.

Even she recognized it was because she wanted to express some unnamed emotion.

It was something that struck her heart and made her nervous, but that's why it emerged again as a knot within the girl.

When the girl concentrated on repeating his words.

The boy's gaze was fixed entirely on her, and his gentle voice reached her ears.

Eventually, she would just stare blankly at the boy's face, and then casually blurt out that small wish.

The girl immediately pointed at him with her hand.

"Na, me..."

Carefully reciting the word she had just learned, she whispered that she wanted to know about the boy.

"..."

"Not... allowed?"

The boy's name was the word that expressed the emotion the girl had harbored all along.

And perhaps because it was something not given to the girl, she yearned for it even more desperately.

So despite hesitating a little, she finally shook her head, and the girl decided to remember clearly the voice that came out.

"Ain."

"..."

Ain.

With slightly widened eyes, she looked at the boy's face and tucked that name into her heart.

"...that's my name."

"A, in."

That was the name of the person who saved her.

"Yes."

"...Ain."

It was something precious that should never be forgotten.

"..."

"Ain."

For the girl, it was a special word that made her express emotions.

So the girl repeated it over and over again.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain.

The girl didn't forget it.

Wanting to say it properly no matter what, she continued to mutter that name even after the boy had left.

And so time passed.

New things were added one by one to the girl's daily life, making it increasingly colorful.

The girl who hadn't known emotions.

"Ain."

When left alone looking at the sky, she would mutter like that.

"Ain."

Chewing on a candy the boy had given her, she would recite his name again when the sweetness made her feel dreamy.

And.

One such day, then another.

As these days continued one after another, the girl's heart swelled.

Her faint emotions gradually blossomed, becoming more dazed and bubbly whenever she thought of the boy.

The surroundings of the girl, who had always been alone, began to fill with the boy named Ain.

Days passed where she would wait blankly for Ain to visit.

Day after day, nibbling on the food Ain had given her, day after day, applying the medicine Ain had provided.

"Ain."

Muttering his name like that, before she knew it, a month would pass.

So even though she still couldn't fix her awkward speech, she could pronounce the boy's name normally.

"Ain."

She was confident she could say that better than anyone else.

"Ain."

Thinking for a long time about how much she wanted to see that boy, time would flow and flow.

Of course, a month was a long time, and she didn't like that she could only meet him once after such a long wait.

But the girl never revealed those feelings.

When that gloominess tried to seep out, she pushed it deep down inside so it wouldn't show.

Because the girl remembered what Ain had told her in the past.

Because his words about needing to be a good child still echoed in her ears.

Even though she still wasn't quite sure what the boy meant by a "good child," she definitely thought that the dark feelings rising up weren't what a good child would have.

In other words, while she wasn't sure what a good child was, Ain was a good person.

Even thinking briefly about the boy, he was completely different from how the girl appeared.

So the girl thought she had to follow the path the boy was taking.

Ain was the light that shone only for the girl, so she had to follow that light.

"Ain."

Although that light had already gone too far.

Flickering as if it might disappear forever with just a small mistake.

"...Ain."

The girl needed to quickly become a good child so he wouldn't drift further away from her.

She must never do things the boy might dislike.

"Ain."

With each utterance of the boy's name, the girl's emotions gradually blossomed, but she had to be a good child to avoid being abandoned by him.

"Ain... mmph."

The girl would let her emotions flow like that, but then startle and firmly press the lid of "good child" to prevent them from spilling out.

She covered her mouth with both hands to stop herself from saying his name more.

Otherwise, the girl would surely have been muttering the boy's name until morning came.

But it had already swelled to its limit.

All the boy's words and actions for the girl had inflated it so much that it was like a bomb about to explode.

Small moments piled up one after another, and emotions that had swollen this much would eventually pour out toward the boy with just one trigger.

And so.

The day when complete emotions—emotions even greater than completeness—would burst with a "pop" was rapidly approaching.

And.

Such thoughts continued even as the small girl gradually became a woman.

Finally, when the time came for faint emotions to become clear, and the power she had held only as a curse gradually awakened and enveloped her surroundings.

Even as the woman screamed in terrible pain, she thought only of that.

Ain.

And the good child Ain wanted her to be.

Emotions that had swollen so much were about to burst with joy, and the ash floating around raged furiously like anger.

The woman wished only for that.

The woman hoped that what she held precious wouldn't be taken away.

"Ain."

That's why she called that name even at the moment her eyes opened.

"...Ain."

Then, startled, she immediately blurted out something flowing into her mind so that he wouldn't be swept away by those emotions.

"Beyond the horizon."

"The breath of the sea."

"I cover them."

And that was the instinctive spell first uttered by the woman who gained power without knowing its meaning.

In this life, she recited a spell for the boy, not one to kill people.

She uttered it to kill her own emotions, hoping to stay by the boy's side.

Not wanting to lose the daily life with him, she tried to be a good child even this way.

Of course, these ashen emotions.

No matter how forcefully they're suppressed, they'll eventually burst and pour out.

But for now, she feels relieved that she can look at Ain with a blank face like before.
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To put it simply, the woman didn't really know how busy Ain's daily life was.

She only vaguely sensed that the boy who visited the alley was always tired and exhausted.

It wasn't until she moved from the alley to live at the grocery store that she learned what Ain's daily routine was like.

He was always busy.

In the morning, while the woman was still asleep, he would come to the grocery store, immediately clean every corner, and organize the dirty shelves.

After filling the empty shelves with ingredients, he would finally stretch his arms wide, and only then would he come into the small room to check if she had woken up.

Even after that, there was no time to rest—he would attend to the incoming customers, reorganize the shelves, attend to more customers, and repeat the process of reorganizing the shelves.

And yet.

"Ain."

When she called out to him softly, wanting to see his face.

"Yes, do you need something?"

He would immediately turn around with kindness.

"Keep it up, Ain."

"Thanks."

He would give her a slight smile before turning back to his busy work.

The indifferent expression from days past had disappeared, replaced by someone who easily smiled at her.


That's why the woman wanted to help him a little, since he worked so hard from early morning.

She thought that if she could finish the tasks he usually did before he arrived, it would surely make things easier for him.

With that in mind, she would get up before he arrived, rubbing her eyes as she swept and cleaned the floor.

Yawning, she would wipe down the dusty shelves and struggle to find and stock certain ingredients from the storage room.

Though somewhat clumsy, she managed to complete the tasks in a way that resembled how he did them.

Because she was still quite slow and sluggish, by the time she finished everything, there was barely any time left.

When she heard footsteps approaching from beyond the grocery store door, she would hurriedly finish her work and rush back into the small room with her disheveled hair flying behind her.

Soon, the grocery store door would open.

Ain, who always arrived at the same time, would naturally put down his things and begin his usual routine.

The woman would watch him through the slightly open door.

When he picked up the broom to clean, he would pause, noticing there was no dust left.

When he went to organize the shelves and restock inventory, he would tilt his head upon finding everything already done, albeit a bit messily.

He would scratch his head awkwardly, let out a small laugh, and turn around.

His direction was clearly toward the small room.

This was the moment the woman looked forward to most—the moment that came after all the work was done.

She would scurry away from the door crack and dash to the bed, pretending to be asleep.

She remembered what Ain had said before.

He had definitely said that the important thing about good deeds was doing them without others knowing, and she remembered that well.

So she would half-cover herself with the blanket, squeeze her eyes shut, and make fake snoring sounds as if she hadn't done anything.


After waiting for a while like that.

Creeak—

The sound of the door opening.

Step, step—

The sound of Ain approaching.

And then a giggling laugh could be heard.

The familiar footsteps approached the woman, and familiar hands tidied her disheveled hair and gently stroked her forehead.

"...It's time to wake up."

Perhaps this was the moment she helped with his work for.

She liked that Ain cared for her, so after pretending to be asleep, when he spoke to her in that gentle voice, she would slowly open her eyes.

This was one of the few indulgences the woman allowed herself.

Even though she thought she shouldn't bother him when he was busy, this was her way of satisfying an irresistible desire, just a little.

"Yes, Ain."

And so her day would begin with a bright smile directed at him.

It was now a quite natural, beautiful smile.




The woman gradually became accustomed to life at the grocery store.

After getting up early many times to do his work for him, she eventually began learning the grocery store tasks at Ain's suggestion.

Though she was slow and weak, moving sluggishly, she would walk with a bit more energy when carrying ingredients after Ain praised her for doing well.

At the same time, she learned about formal speech.

She tilted her head in confusion, not understanding why she had to speak differently to customers and adults.

"Have a nice day?"

"...That's right, but wrong."

Not understanding what manners were all about, she would just repeat phrases like that over and over.



And the woman would always feel disappointed.

"See you on Wednesday then."

"...Goodbye, Ain."

The boy named Ain wasn't at the grocery store every day, and she disliked the fact that she couldn't see his face for two days a week.

Before, she had waited patiently for those moments when she could barely see him once a month, but now she would become dejected at not seeing him for just two days.

Perhaps this was what people meant when they said it hurts more when something is given and then taken away—the woman would just slump around listlessly at the thought of being alone for two whole days.

She wondered why he had to leave her, and wanted to tell him not to go and to stay by her side.

However, she was afraid that such words might make him dislike her even a little, so she couldn't bring herself to say them.

And so the woman was left alone.


No.

Actually, she wasn't alone even when Ain disappeared.

"Kid, let's eat."

"..."

There was now someone who stayed with the woman until evening every day, even when Ain wasn't there.

The big man with a full beard, whom Ain called "sir," would stay until evening and make warm food for the woman.

A familiar taste.

It was definitely the same taste as the food Ain always brought.

Yet somehow it seemed less tasty than when Ain served it.

It felt strangely bland and like her throat was getting blocked.

She would stare blankly at the man who made the food and put down her spoon.

"Does it taste bad?"

"..."

No. It definitely tasted good.

"Hmm, wait a moment. I'll make something new for you."

"..."

Yet she wouldn't utter a single word in response.

The man, seeing her like this, wondered if something was wrong with the food, so he tasted it himself and tilted his head in confusion.

His muttering could be heard as he went into the kitchen.

"It doesn't taste strange... Hmm, maybe I'm getting old and can't season properly..."

Not thinking it was the woman's whim or stubbornness, he made food again and brought it out.

However, the woman would again only take a spoonful or two before putting it down.

"Hmm... I'll try to improve my cooking skills. I'm sorry I couldn't match your taste."

"..."

The woman stared blankly at the person saying this, then suddenly turned her head away, feeling uncomfortable.


To put it simply.

She wasn't yet ready to open her heart to anyone other than Ain.

Or perhaps it was a complaint that she didn't want to mix words with anyone but Ain.

Yet he was clearly a good person.

And he even seemed quite close to Ain.

So she couldn't openly pout her lips, and instead just hung her head and stomped her feet.



After several days passed, the man seemed to realize why she was acting that way.

"Should I tell him to work seven days a week?"

"..."

He asked this to the woman who was sitting blankly in front of her food again.

"If it's hard for you to say it, I can say it for you. It wouldn't be a problem for him to come in every day anyway."

"..."

And that was quite a tempting offer for the woman.

Though she didn't know how he had figured it out, it felt a bit unfair that he had pinpointed exactly what she wanted.

So the woman hesitated for a long time before eventually shaking her head.

"Hmm, don't you want to be with him all the time?"

"..."

She did want to be with him all the time.

That was certainly true, and the woman was definitely dejected because Ain wasn't there.

However.

There must be a reason why Ain took two days off, and she didn't want to interfere with what he was trying to do because of her stubbornness.

Her desire was something she could endure by pinching her arms and thighs when night came and she was alone.

The woman glanced at the man who was scratching his head awkwardly, then slipped into the small room.



The woman was still afraid of people approaching her.

Because she didn't have faith that they wouldn't despise her.

She wished no one but Ain would approach her.


However.

Seeing him scratching his head through the door crack, wondering what the problem was, made her chest feel a bit heavy.

Though the woman didn't yet know what that emotion was.
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The woman hated people.

They always despised her, they always tormented her.

Because they were children who threw stones at her when she was just a small girl.

Because they were adults who looked at the foolish girl with contempt, though she had done nothing wrong.

There was a time when she thought she didn't want to approach anyone except Ain, that she wished everyone else would disappear.

That was the basic shape that formed the woman.

In other words, it was created because each stone that flew at her in childhood ultimately beat and beat her down.

The lovely inner self that longed for human affection became bumpy and small.

The once kind and pure round heart became pointed and angular.

It had transformed into a shape without even an entrance unless it was melted and carefully hammered again.

Because it was a fence that had closed after only accepting Ain, who used to enter and embrace her in childhood.

If someone wanted to set foot inside, they would have to care for and protect the woman just as much.

And she didn't think there would be anyone in the world willing to make that much effort for the ash-colored woman.

She couldn't trust people who smiled at her just because her hair and eye color had changed.

So.

She thought the bearded man who kept staying by her side and talking to her was like that too.

At least, that's what the woman who had only been hurt by people until now thought.

The woman was always awkward and clumsy.

Though she wanted to work for Ain, just the act of directly speaking with people made her stomach churn.

She would get goosebumps if she happened to brush hands with customers while facing them, speaking to them, and taking their money.

So emotions would well up.

Some uncomfortable, sticky feeling kept boiling in her chest, making it quite difficult to control.

That was the reason.

'Good girl.'

The reason the woman was always awkward and clumsy, making mistake after mistake, was for that reason.

'...good girl.'

Constantly muttering that to herself, and in the brief moment after somehow managing to send a customer away.

'Good girl.'

Turning her head quickly to look at someone and speaking out.

"Ain, did I do well?"

Meeting the eyes of the one who was always watching her and taking a deep breath—that was her true feeling.

Perhaps that's why she made even more mistakes on days when Ain wasn't there.

Because when she turned her head quickly to look behind her, there was no gentle smile to protect her.

Because only some unpleasant gazes surrounded the woman.

It must have been because she was concentrating on suppressing the emotions that kept leaking out.

Even though there was one gaze watching her worriedly from a distance, that's what the woman thought.

So.

The reason this woman gave a small empty space in her heart to someone else.

The reason she tried and tried not to make any more mistakes.

Was because she finally felt the sincerity that embraced her one day.

That day was Ain's day off.

It was a day with unusually many customers, and there were several men who seemed to have come just to see the woman.

"...thank you. Please... have a nice day."

There was a customer who deliberately grabbed the woman's hand while receiving change.

"That'll be 85 dera in total."

"Miss, what are you doing after work?"

There was a man who leaned over the counter, scanning the woman with a lewd gaze even though she tried to ignore him.

'Good girl.'

And whenever her emotions surged at the sight of them, the woman muttered that she needed to be a good girl.

"...thank you. Please, leave now."

"Hey, are you ignoring me? I asked what you're doing after work."

And that's when the mistakes happened.

'Good... girl...'

Because it took considerable concentration to prevent the ash color from covering the store when swept up in emotion.

"...next customer."

"Miss, aren't you going to answer? Are you too pretty to understand when someone's being nice to you?"

Because she had to somehow endure to avoid plucking out those eyes that were scanning her body from the front.

'Good... g-girl.'

Thus, she clenched her fist while repeating the same words like a spell, if only in her mind.

The woman hid the blood dripping from where her nails dug into her palm, and breathed in and out to calm her trembling body.

She endured it firmly, thinking that since she started this for Ain, she shouldn't create problems that might affect him.

"Please leave now... Next customer."

And that would certainly have been something Ain would have praised her for if he had been beside her.

However.

Because that man was someone who crossed the line despite the woman's dismissal and the intervention of several customers.

"Ha, I really didn't want to go this far, but this girl just doesn't get it."

Because there was a rough hand that finally grabbed the woman's shoulder firmly.

'Good...'

Despite all her efforts to endure, the ash color finally begins to rise from around her.

'G-girl.'

It spreads slowly enough that no one notices the change, and the moment approaches when the man who touched the woman's body will turn to dust with just one triggering word from her lips.

The woman's body trembles.

It's clearly a struggle to prevent the ash color from swirling.

It's her fighting not to be swept away by the ash-colored emotion.

Yet emotion, detached from reason, forcibly opens the woman's mouth and recites the first triggering word.

"Ash dust."

And.

Before the next triggering word could be recited.

THWACK- CRASH-

With those sounds, the man who had touched the woman's body was sent flying.

A thick coat covered the trembling woman's shoulders, and someone was seen mounting the man who had been sent flying, striking him repeatedly with his fists.

"Have you ever seen such a bastard."

What came from those lips wasn't the boisterous voice that always resonated.

THWACK-

"Who do you think you're touching in my store?"

THWACK-

It was certainly something that had become viscous, filled with the emotion called anger.

"The two kids working in my store are like my own children."

Perhaps because it was such an intense emotion, it pierced into the woman's heart with a thud.

THWACK-

The fist struck despite the man's screams and groans.

THWACK-

He throws punches with an emotion-filled expression even as startled customers rush over trying to stop him.

And he shouts loud enough for the woman to hear.

"Even I treat them with care! How dare you to this child who's like my first daughter!"

It was so vivid.

It entered her ears and knocked on the firmly closed fence, refusing to leave.

"You're not even worth a damn, you vermin! These aren't children you can treat however you please!!"

There was someone trying to cross over the fence that had become bumpy, small, pointed, and angular.

Despite it having hardened into an ugly shape, with no entrance unless it was melted and carefully hammered again.

"How dare you! How dare you speak to my daughter like that and put your hands on her!!"

There was one old man who leaped over the high, solid fence with its blocked entrance, and finally came inside.

There was one bearded old man who realized that if someone wanted to set foot inside, they would have to care for and protect the woman just as much.

So.

"...ah."

The ash color that had been filling the area around the woman had disappeared without a trace.

THWACK-

"You goddamn bastard!!"

Her eyes were wide open as she watched his back continuing to strike despite the customers' attempts to stop him, proving that the woman was surprised.

Someone will surely open the gate of the fence and enter proudly.

And someone else might enter through a small dog hole at the edge of the fence.

It was certain that people who enter the woman's fence would continue to appear.

Like the man named Ain who entered first and took up more than half of the woman, others would be given such roles too.

However, it was also certain that there would be no one else who would surprise the woman by leaping over such a high fence in one bound.

Rendo.

The owner of the grocery store.

An ordinary extra on an ordinary stage.

A new role is eventually given to him as well.

New variables continue to be created and intervene on the stage shaped by God.

The exceptional cog wheel, once just one, gradually colors its surroundings.

Rendo, he is the protector of the ash color.

As time passed.

After all the customers had left and the store door was closed, awkward emotions flowed between the two people who remained.

"...are you alright? I'm sorry I couldn't stop him sooner."

"..."

There were wounds on Rendo's hands as he spoke those words.

The woman stared blankly at them, then raised her head to look at the old man's face.

"I'll make sure bastards like him never do such wicked things again."

"..."

Still careful, still finding it difficult to approach the woman.

"Um, and about what I said earlier when my emotions were running high. You don't need to worry about any of it."

"..."

He's someone saying she doesn't even need to worry about the words he blurted out.

So the woman stares at him for a moment, then runs pitter-patter to the small room.

"Huh? Where are you suddenly going..."

She didn't answer the voice coming from behind, but opened a small drawer in the small room and took out something familiar.

Then she ran pitter-patter back to the old man.

"...thank you."

"..."

She said, holding out ointment and bandages.

Now the situation was reversed, with the old man unable to answer with a blank expression.

He was surprised by the sight of the woman bowing her head in gratitude, and his flustered appearance was quite different from his confident and intense demeanor earlier.

Those were the first words the woman had spoken to him.

"And I'm sorry, sir."

"..."

That was her first step toward someone other than Ain.

Ch.37 - □□. A Story That Wishes to Be Recorded.
# Chapter □□

Around the time when Ain turned thirteen.

On days when he wasn't at the grocery store, the woman was even more taciturn and mechanical than usual.

"...Welcome. Thank you for visiting Illeina Grocery."

Nevertheless, she greeted customers at the counter with a noticeably changed demeanor.

The polite speech she had now grown accustomed to, the respectful attitude toward customers.

As time passed, her baby fat had diminished further, revealing a more slender face.

Yet her feminine curves had become more pronounced, impossible to hide even under modest clothing.

"Thank you. Please visit Illeina Grocery again."

There was even a strange dignity in the way she slightly bowed her head to customers as they turned to leave with their groceries.

And when customers would occasionally flirt with her like in the old days:

"I'm sorry, but unnecessary conversation within the grocery store is not permitted."

She would firmly reject such troublesome people.

Of course.

"Sir, please help me."

If there were those who disregarded her rejection, she would immediately ask for help.

And these were definitely visible changes.

The woman had clearly grown and was gradually becoming more accustomed to managing her emotions among people.

She didn't want to cause trouble for Ain or the old man.

She wished to be helpful to those who helped her without asking for anything in return.

She hoped never to make mistakes again and worked hard to become comfortable with polite speech.

She endured and held back to keep her emotions from wavering among people.

"Next customer."

At night, when tension eased and emotions threatened to leak out, she would even inflict wounds on her forearms and thighs to suppress them, but she liked herself this way.

So.

Because of this process, she thought she had become somewhat normal.

She believed she was gradually becoming someone worthy of standing beside Ain.

She believed she could continue to stay by his side and live like a person.



Shortly after noon.

After the rush hour had ended, the woman rose from the counter and adjusted her clothes.

Then, after grabbing a money pouch and lifting a large shopping basket, she turned around and spoke to the old man.

"I'll be back soon, sir."

"...Are you sure you'll be alright?"

She nodded confidently at his concerned question.

Although it was her first time going out alone, she had walked around the market streets with Ain several times before, so she thought she could handle a simple errand.

"I'll be fine. I know the way."

"Well, I'm sorry for sending you on this errand. Be careful, and always watch out for people."

"Yes, don't worry."

So she left the grocery store carrying the basket.

On a day without Ain.

The woman headed to the market street at the old man's request to purchase necessary items.



The market street.

Contrary to the old man's concerns, the errand entrusted to the woman was quite simple.

In other words, since the grocery store was already in the market area, she didn't need to wander far for the errand.

"Tissues that we need right away... and the broken food container I've bought..."

Since these were shops she had visited many times with Ain, all she had to do was approach them and purchase the items that were needed.

"He said we need about three bags of candy... that should be at the shop beyond that alley..."

Since she still couldn't read, she kept muttering to herself the instructions the old man had given her verbally as she moved through the crowds.

"Three bags of candy... three bags of candy."

As she walked down the street muttering to herself, she noticed attention focused on her, just like at the grocery store.

It was the inevitable interest of people drawn by her striking appearance.

"...Three bags of candy."

In the past, such stares alone would have made her stomach churn, forcing her to clench her fists tightly until her nails dug into her flesh and drew blood, barely enduring.

But now, the woman took a deep breath and moved forward.

Although her pace quickened and her hands grew clammy with cold sweat, the fact that she could get by with just that much was a significant improvement for her.

So she arrived at the candy store.

The woman entered, intending to immediately ask for three bags of candy.

"Welcome! Oh? Ah, it's the young lady from the grocery store! Here to buy candy?"

"..."

She swallowed hard at the surprisingly diverse selection of candies.

She rationalized to herself that she should buy the most delicious candy possible.

This was probably an impulsive decision that wouldn't have happened if Ain had been there to stop her.

"...Please give me 10 of your most delicious and popular candies, one of each kind."

"Haha! Just wait a moment."

Before she knew it, the woman was munching on the candies the owner handed her.



As time passed.

After her brief indulgence, the woman selected three types of candy, one bag of each, with a strangely satisfied expression.

"How much is it?"

"Since you often come with Ain, I'll discount the candies you just ate! For three bags, that's 120 dera."

The woman nodded at the owner's words and handed over 120 dera.

The owner took the money and placed the three bags of candy in her basket.

"Thank you. Goodbye."

So the woman said goodbye and was about to leave the store.

She planned to quickly purchase the remaining items and return to the grocery store, making up for the time she had wasted eating candy.

However.

"Ah, right. Miss."

"Yes?"

The candy store owner stopped her.

"Do you read newspapers or anything...?"

"Ah, um. No."

Though she didn't understand why he suddenly asked if she read newspapers, she shook her head.

"I ask because the news lately seems troubling. I thought it might be better if you didn't wander around alone and stayed with Ain. Just meddling a bit out of concern."

"...Yes, I will."

Since it seemed like simple concern, she responded appropriately and left.



The woman headed to the final store.

The last item wasn't so much something needed for the grocery store as it was food the old man had said he wanted.

Since he had asked her to buy plenty of the savory stew on her errand.

The woman entered the crowded restaurant, ordered two portions to go, and sat quietly waiting.

In truth, she still disliked crowded places.

The murmuring sounds, the stares focused on her.

They seemed to constantly try to disturb her emotions, making her take several deep breaths, which she didn't like.

Nevertheless, the reason she deliberately mixed with people was an effort to stay by Ain's side.

It was like throwing herself into a fire pit to become even a little more normal.

So the woman waited, pretending to be unbothered despite receiving stares from all around.



And then.

As she sat quietly waiting for the food to arrive, a word reached her ears.

Ash-colored.

At that single word, the woman's slightly swaying body froze.

It pierced her ears more clearly than all the murmuring, and her calm emotions began to shake bit by bit.

"According to the newspaper, they found and executed some ash-colored ones in the neighboring kingdom."

"How did they find those creatures that were hiding so well?"

In retrospect, this was probably what the candy store owner had been trying to tell her about.

"I heard the kingdom's Sword Master conducted a major cleanup operation. They probably discovered them during the search. The higher-ups can recognize the ash-colored ones, after all."

"I see. Then the Papal State will send a delegation again."

"I think that news will be in the papers soon. The areas where ash dust has settled after the executions need purification work."

That's why he had only mentioned that things were unsettling, not wanting to tell her the explicit details.

However, some strangers had no such consideration and blurted it out directly.

As common gossip, spreading what was written in newspaper scraps.

In other words, such news frequently circulated in the market streets.

It was only because there had always been a man who vigilantly kept her from hearing it that the woman had never heard such content until now.

"I don't know why they keep being born, but they need to be caught and killed quickly."

"Tsk, it's just terrible luck. I wonder what God is doing..."

"Hey now, no matter what, you shouldn't speak blasphemy. It's because God protects us that only a few of those cursed things are born."

The explicit hatred and contempt she had been unaware of for quite some time thanks to Ain.

Without Ain by her side, such talk immediately reached her ears.

Ash-colored.

Ash-colored hair.

Ash-colored eyes.


In fact.

When she was young, the woman didn't know these traits were objects of hatred.

After all, no one threw stones at her while explaining what her fault was.

Even when people looked at her with contempt and left, they didn't even hurl insults at her.

Just.

She only thought it was because she was merely an orphan abandoned in an alley, a worthless child whom even her parents wouldn't look at.

So she probably only vaguely realized this fact after meeting Ain.

Like when she followed him to the Hero's departure ceremony, or when they enjoyed a festival together.

Ain always pulled a robe tightly over her head to conceal her identity when he took her out, and it was around then that she began to find it strange.

Even though she now wore clean clothes instead of rags and had washed her dirty body to reveal white skin, so people would no longer think of her as a child abandoned in an alley, Ain always insisted:

Never take off the robe.

Never let go of his hand.

At the time, she followed his words despite being puzzled, but as she walked among people, she encountered certain things.

Black hair and brown eyes.

Golden hair and blue eyes.

Red hair and black eyes.

Among these common colors, she couldn't help but notice that she alone was made of ash-colored elements.

The woman wasn't naive, dull, or oblivious, so she gradually realized this fact while following Ain.


So.

When Ain gave her the necklace as a gift.

When she put it on and her hair and eye color were concealed, allowing her to step out into the world without a robe for the first time.

She found it quite unfair and heartbreaking that with just that change alone, no one looked at her with hatred anymore.

Even though only two colors had changed, it saddened her that she could now step into that ordinary scenery.

The contemptuous gazes had disappeared, replaced by people who blushed and glanced at her, which she couldn't understand.

Nothing else had changed.

Really, only her hair and eye color had changed; nothing else was different from before.

"Still, it's fortunate that there haven't been any problems in the Empire."

"You never know. Who's to say one isn't nearby even as we speak? They say only the higher-ups can recognize them if they're trying to hide their identity."

Even though the woman was trying several times harder than others to be a good person.

Just by stepping outside for a moment, explicit and primal hatred kept seeping in.

The world still called her evil.

It whispered that if she possessed ash-colored traits, she must rightfully pay the price.

That no matter how well she hid, she would eventually be discovered.

That because of her, even Ain would be executed alongside her.

That she should disappear somewhere isolated and die alone.

Why.

Why must the woman flee when she has committed no wrong?

Why must she bow her head like a criminal and conceal her identity when she has committed no crime?

Why is the world so harsh only to her?



Such thoughts stirred up all kinds of emotions within her.

Making her feel disgusted and nauseated by being among people.

Falling into self-loathing, frustration, and despair.

Yet not wanting Ain to hate her, she clenched her fists until her nails dug into her flesh and blood dripped, enduring it all.

Because she knew that the moment she released ash dust among people, all of Ain's efforts would be in vain.

Because she knew it would betray the expectations of the old man who cared for and looked after her.

The woman's red blood dripped steadily, slowly soaking the floor.

The woman had changed, and she hadn't changed.

She had certainly tried to change, but what formed her essence hadn't changed at all.

Even hidden by the necklace, her essence was still made of ash-colored elements.

She was still a beast who, unlike ordinary people, could make everything dangerous just by having intense emotions.

No matter how much she endured, there were voices constantly ringing in her ears.

Ash-colored.

Ash-colored.

Ash-colored hair.

Horrible things.

They all need to be killed.

Serves them right, damn things.

Were these auditory hallucinations, or were they actually being spoken?

Was it paranoia born from self-loathing, transformed from the hatred people expressed?

Or was it simply the truth, people disparaging based solely on newspaper content?

The woman couldn't tell.



And then.

As she barely endured and people began to notice something strange, someone's hand gently covered her ears.

"Hey, you old folks! There's a kid here—there are things you should and shouldn't say! If you came to eat something delicious, stop spouting nonsense and just stuff your faces!"

A clear shout rang out despite her covered ears.

It was clearly spoken for her sake, but although she had heard the voice before, it wasn't one she was familiar with.

Since the person was embracing her from behind, she couldn't see their face.

Yet she could clearly feel that the embrace was quite affectionate and warm, gradually calming her pounding emotions.

Then lips approached her ear, and a gentle voice spoke:

"Are you alright?"

"..."

"Don't listen to anything."

It was a voice the woman had definitely heard before.

Not from recent times but from years ago, a voice from a scene firmly etched in her mind.


One winter day.

When Ain was still just a small boy, when he threw old clothes at the shivering ash-colored girl and left.

'Son, let's go home.'

It was the voice of a mother worried about her son.

'Son, listen to me...! It's not okay at all!'

It was a voice filled with anxiety because her son was approaching the girl in the alley.

'Son, don't go near her!'

It was a voice that eventually expressed hatred like everyone else.


The woman remembered that scene clearly, so she knew the voice now and the voice from winter belonged to the same person.

As soon as she realized this, her body began to tremble.

She is Ain's mother.

"It's okay."

She's someone who clearly hated and felt anxious about the ash-colored woman.

"There's no one saying such things anymore."

She's someone who surely disliked the woman like other adults.

"Let's go. Follow me."

So she trembled with fear starting from where that hand touched her.

And when she finally looked to the side, anxious from such thoughts.

There was someone smiling kindly at her, unlike back then.



However, even though it was clearly kindness.

To the woman, it didn't bring comfort but fear.

It seemed like pure help offered because she didn't know the woman was ash-colored.

It seemed like she would show the same hatred as before once she discovered the woman was ash-colored.

Wishing and hoping that not even Ain's parents would dislike her.

A different emotion began to creep up, and she lowered her head to avoid eye contact.

Behind the two as they walked away, only drops of red blood fell, leaving traces.



So the woman escaped from among the people.

Held by the hand that had covered her ears and comforted her, she was able to escape to a quiet street.

And during their walk, Ain's mother, Rein, didn't utter a single word.

She only showed her back as she led the way, holding hands.

So the woman couldn't help but wonder.

Why did she help her?

What does she want to say?

Many questions filled her mind, but she didn't have the courage to voice them.

Fearing an unwanted answer to a needless question, she only stared at their joined hands.

Eventually, they stopped, and even when Rein turned to face her, the woman couldn't raise her head.

"..."

"..."

And Ain's mother also maintained silence for a moment, as if choosing her words while looking at the woman.

The prolonged silence increasingly led the woman to think that Ain's mother was noticing her identity.

If she told her not to stay by Ain's side, could she deny it?

If she tried to separate Ain from her forever, would it be right to reach out to her?

Despite such thoughts, what stirred within her was not anger but anxiety and sorrow.

Because the person before her was precious to Ain.

Because she was clearly someone much closer to Ain than the woman could ever be.

Before this mother figure, something she herself had desperately longed for as a child, she could only bow her head without saying anything.



After some time, a voice finally spoke.

"Well, shall we introduce ourselves first? My name is Rein."

"..."

A normal, light voice broke through all the anxiety the woman had anticipated.

"What's your name?"

It was an ordinary greeting, the kind exchanged between people meeting for the first time.

Although the woman still had no name.

"I... don't have a name..."

"...Oh. I-I'm sorry. Auntie made a mistake. Yes, you're the one working at the grocery store with our Ain, right...?"

"Yes..."

Having answered that way, she made the other person flustered, creating an awkward and strange atmosphere between the only two people there.

But Rein, who had revealed her name, broke through that uncomfortable atmosphere and continued speaking.

"Um... Are your hands okay? I saw a lot of blood earlier."

"...They're fine."

So the woman said they were fine, even though they weren't.

The deeply embedded nails had torn the flesh quite deeply, and blood was still dripping.

Although this level of injury could disappear with a moment of magic, she didn't want to use magic in front of Ain's mother.

Fearing she would recoil in horror at the sight of ash dust swirling.

So she just hid her hands behind her back and said she was fine, even as she continued to bleed.

She thought that was how she would be seen as a good child.

Because of this, silence fell between them again, and the woman only wished for this moment to end quickly.

Afraid she might break if she finally heard words filled with hatred, she couldn't even meet her eyes and kept her head bowed.


And seeing the woman like this, Ain's mother, Rein, smiled bitterly.

It was probably an expression made after seeing the woman's eyes full of fear.

"...Well. Go back to the grocery store quickly and get treatment. I'm sorry for keeping you."

"Yes..."

Although her tone suggested she wanted to say more, hesitating.

Since it was finally a farewell, the woman hastily turned around, trying to escape from the place.

She hoped no words would follow her as she fled.



As she moved away.

"Get along well with Ain."

"..."

And she heard again.

"He's quite lacking, so I hope you'll help him, this auntie does."

"...Ah."

However, it wasn't the kind of words she had worried about.

"...In the past."

"..."

Even though she clearly knew her identity, remembered that she was ash-colored.

"I'm sorry."

"..."

She spoke loudly enough to be heard from a distance.

So when she looked back.

"Can you continue to get along well with our Ain?"

Rein was still wearing a bitter, apologetic smile.





So.

The woman.

"..."

No.

I answer.

"Yes."

"..."

"I'm not foolish enough to not recognize the person who saved me."

After healing her still-bleeding hand with ash-colored magic.

I looked steadily at his mother and bowed my head.


I've always thought.

I want to be someone helpful to Ain.

I don't want to be useless to him who helps someone like me.

If I ultimately cannot change and end up harming him while staying by his side.


Rather than that, I would rather die alone.

That's what I think.
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Ain.

I always find myself murmuring that name.

Because nothing else gives me greater meaning, it has long been the only purpose in my life.

I like how an indescribable feeling gently rises whenever I think of him.

My heart pounds with loud thumps, and sometimes it suddenly tightens.

My stomach flutters like when I'm falling among people, but it's not an unpleasant fluttering.

There's a tingling I've never experienced before, and whenever I look at him, I keep falling into a daze.

During the time we spend together, I go through this entire process repeatedly, so I try hard to suppress these feelings from spilling out.

However.

"Ain."

Only when night falls and I'm finally alone.

"Ain."

I murmur dreamily.

"Ain."

It's a word as sweet as candy.

"Ain."

It's a word as warm as sunshine.

"Ain."

It was his name, clearer than anything else.

So I could only savor this entire process when night came.

Once it started, I would recall those feelings until the moonlight disappeared and the sky brightened.

With a feeling like floating on clouds, I end up uttering "Ain" once more.

And fortunately, unlike all other emotions, this one doesn't cause ash to spread severely even when it overflows.

It flows quite calmly for something that belongs to me, and at some point, it transforms into something round and fluffy.

It's something strange that gently covers up my reddened face and then disperses with a whoosh.


However, even though I think I'm happy whenever I feel this emotion, I still don't know exactly what it is.

Is it simply happiness, as I said?

Or is it something expressed by the word joy?

Can this enormous feeling, my heart, be expressed and scattered by mere words like happiness and joy?

Can I summarize and define the emotion that stirs my heart so simply?

I don't know.

I can't tell.

I'm foolish and ignorant, so even in my dreamy state, my thoughts lead to such questions.

Since there's no one to tell me what it is, I still spend long nights alone wondering what this emotion might be.


Some might think I'm frustrating to watch.

Others might ask why I don't just go to Ain and ask him instead of worrying so much.


Then I would...

I would probably answer that even though I'm still ignorant about many things, I do understand embarrassment.

That I have feelings I want to hide from him, so I couldn't bring myself to ask.


Sometimes I wonder.

When I was younger.

When I still spoke in clumsy, childish words.

If I had asked Ain back then not to leave my side.

If I had stubbornly held onto him and refused to let go as a child might.

Could our relationship have been closer?

Or would he have grown tired of me and left even faster, leaving me to watch his retreating back?


As time passed and I grew up.

Even though I'm still just a foolish and ignorant woman.

I who always thought only of Ain had enough perception.

The things he hides, the things he worries about.

Perhaps a farewell.

Or something that might be called a journey.

I've noticed for a long time that Ain harbors such thoughts.

It has been my private anxiety for quite some time now.

I have memories of trembling with fear that he might leave my side when I was young.

Because I wanted him to look at me, I tried to be a good child.

I started working to be helpful to him, and I learned to speak politely to earn his praise.

That passion was so excessive that I've become a woman who always speaks formally.

But because Ain was there looking at me, none of it felt difficult.


My intentions were gloomy and sly.

Hoping he would stay by my side, wishing he wouldn't leave me like this.

Yet being too cowardly to say I always want to be with him.

Thinking perhaps I could live by his side forever if I did this.

So I only tried to be a good child.

I just wanted to keep our promises and obey him.

"..."

Actually, I'm not sure.

What my true intentions are, what my emotions are.

What I want to say to Ain—I'm a fool who doesn't properly know anything.


Have I ever truly wanted to become good?

Can such feelings exist in a monster like me who can harm people with just a moment's emotion?

I simply cannot tell.

Ash-colored.

Because I am ash-colored, I cannot trust myself.



And.

"E... Efride, Vinishi... What does this say?"

From a spot slightly away from the counter, I hear him muttering.

"Dvali... chi. Vini, e... mi."

It's a language I cannot understand at all.

Characters he has never shown me before are written on the cover of the book.

And that...

It must be a new language he'll use somewhere beyond the Empire, where he wants to go.

I noticed this fact long ago, but.

"Ain."

"Yes?"

Pretending not to know anything, I approach him and gently smile.

"What are you doing...? No. What are you doing?"

"..."

"Is it something difficult to talk about?"

It must be something difficult to talk about.

A troubled expression gradually appears on his face, and it was an old worry that he always hesitated to tell me, ultimately unable to speak it.

"Just."

"..."

"The book is a bit difficult."

"I see, so that's it."

Ain couldn't summon his courage today either, and I too, out of fear, simply let the conversation pass.

A smile.

Laughter.

We show these things to each other, hiding our worries.





As the day ends, night comes again.

And again, I think of Ain.

Ain.

Ain always looked at distant places.

Ain always tried to achieve something.

So each of his actions strikes me like a blade.

Someone without any goals wouldn't exercise so diligently.

There must be a reason he saves money, spending it only on what he gives to me.

Is there anyone else so contradictory who says studying has no particular meaning for commoners, yet reads books and studies whenever he has time?


Therefore.

Everything eventually changes.

When I was young, Ain once said something.

Didn't he say even mountains and rivers change in ten years?

Just like that saying, the relationship between Ain and me is now approaching that ten-year mark.

Nothing in the world remains unchanged, and the fact that we too will inevitably transform into something else is quietly becoming reality.

Accordingly, my emotions often flow in a direction different from my reason.

Ain.

Ain.

I want to hold onto him.

I want to grab the hem of his clothes as he tries to leave my side.

I find myself wanting to always be with him.

If I brought him everything he wanted, would he stay by my side?

What he wants is probably travel.

It must be the process of venturing beyond the Empire into another world and exploring everything there.


...


So.

Ain.

If I bring you everything you want, Ain, would you not leave my side?

Elves and dwarves.

Fairies and spirits.

Dragons and ogres.

If I captured them alive and presented them before you, would you be grateful to me?

And if that's not enough, if I erased everything else you might be interested in.

Would you then not leave my side?

Ain.

Ain.

Don't abandon me.

Ain.

"...ah."

Again.

In the end, I become like this again.

No matter how hard I try to hide it, no matter how much I struggle to change.

When all these thoughts continue, they inevitably progress beyond being a good child.

And I end up discovering myself transformed into something ugly that he wouldn't want.



...



I hurriedly stopped my thoughts and stabbed my forearm hard with my fingernail.

When I continue thinking, my emotions eventually overflow, and I'm easily consumed by the ash-colored.

However, while it's easy to pour out emotions, it's not so easy to contain them once they start overflowing.

The ash dust, synchronized with my emotions, suddenly fills the room and swirls around as if to erase the scenery.

Only after bleeding enough to soak my clothes does it gradually begin to settle.

So I've always repeated this process.

"..."

So it's like this.

Only after returning the overflowing emotions can I continue my thoughts.

That I'm a being worse than a beast, swept away by instinct in just that brief moment.

I've always hated it.

Unable to change like this while following him, I fear I'll eventually do something wrong to him.

I've always been afraid.

Yet this stubbornness of wanting to stay by his side while struggling.

My efforts to continue because I don't want him to leave.

"Ain..."

What is this emotion?

I'm still foolish and ignorant, so I don't know my own feelings.

When I feel complex and subtle emotions, my chest keeps aching.

When I look at Ain, I hear a thumping sound.

Sometimes it inevitably flows in a bad direction.

This emotion that makes my face turn red and my head hot—what exactly is it?

I still don't know.


Ain.

If I asked Ain, could he answer my question?

Such a thought briefly crosses my mind, but I just shake my head.


Because I don't want to place another burden on him.

Because I need to be a good child who doesn't cause trouble for Ain.

Because I don't want to harbor evil intentions of taking more when I've already received so much.


If I can't do that.

I think I'd rather die.




Ain.



Ain.



Ain.





Ain.
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People say that bad memories are etched into our minds and remain for a long time.

But for me, only good and happy things have always been deeply imprinted, leaving vivid traces in my memory.

My first meeting with Ain.

The old, lint-covered clothes Ain first gave me.

The sweet candy Ain first handed to me.

Unspoiled food, sufficient medicine and bandages.

And.

The Hero's greatsword that blocked the way with arms spread wide.

The crude yet heartwarming house made of wooden boards.

My first bath in a public restroom and the new clothes Ain gave me.

The autumn festival I encountered for the first time.

Two colorful marbles and a smile.

The grocery store that became our new home.

The time I started working together with Ain.

I already have this many memories piled up.

Somehow, everything I've shared with Ain remains vivid, guiding me forward.

And my emotions wished to follow him as well.

Even though not all of them were gentle, even my darkest feelings longed for Ain and existed for his sake.

In other words, my entire existence continues for him.

I live solely for Ain's sake.

Because only Ain is the god of my world.

Because only Ain is my savior.

"..., A, in."

In the depths of my emotions, I carved wounds into my forearm.

Only when I dig deeper than before do my raging emotions gradually begin to calm.

I'm still too foolish to understand what these emotions are.

They're feelings mixed and blended with too many things, becoming too difficult for someone as ignorant as me.

However.

I swear.

Even if I'm a beast who can't control my own emotions, I will live a life for Ain.

I swear to Ain, my personal god—not to the world's god who has only given me trials and pain.

Rather than hindering his path with the excuse of wanting to be together, I would rather die.

My body is yours.

My soul is yours.

So.

"Travel."

Ain, for you, I would endure any pain.

"It's okay for you to go, Ain."

Though my emotions scream not to say such things.

Though my body trembles trying to stop my mouth, and my expression changes into something even I can't recognize.

As ash begins to swirl, mixing with the snow, I said:

"Ain, I can wait."

In that scenery where gray eyes fall, I look straight at him.

"I'm fine, Ain. I can wait."

I want to be helpful to him.

I don't want to see him struggling and sad.

I smile so Ain won't feel uncomfortable.

I nod so he can embark on the journey he desires.

This is the path I've chosen.



I actually had many concerns.

The battle between emotion and reason continued for a long time, constantly whispering in my ear.

Instinctively, I wanted to make choices for myself, not for him.

I wanted to tie his limbs so he couldn't leave, keeping him only by my side.

I wanted those star-bright eyes to look only at me.

I wished he wouldn't even speak with anyone but me.

Such gloomy and dark thoughts were always inside me.

They were things that would never change no matter how hard I tried.

And.

The conflict with my emotions truly lasted for so long.

As the day of departure drew closer, I became more desperate.

Whenever he showed a troubled expression, I hoped he wouldn't say anything.

I had to bleed every night.



I know what sadness is.

It's the emotion I feel when Ain is struggling.

I know what fear is.

It's a word that means being abandoned by Ain.

I've come to know what sorrow is.

It's a word that means parting with Ain.

I will come to know what loneliness is.

It will mean being alone again after we inevitably separate.

Somehow, I've come to understand these things more and more.

In the end, whenever I think about having to part with Ain, I become so sorrowful and sad.

That's why I had to bleed every night.

My clothes would be completely soaked, and even the bed sheets would be stained red.

Still not enough, only when blood began to drip-drip onto the floor would my emotions gradually subside.

I always lost too much blood and became dizzy, with no strength left in my body, collapsing onto the damp bed.

However, I don't recite the spell to reverse it early.

If I did that.

I would have to repeat the process until dawn, bleeding again and again until I collapsed once more.

As time passes, when my eyes begin to flutter and sleep approaches, I finally whisper the spell quietly.



So.

If you ask how I made such a resolution despite all this.

I would say it was because of one moment among all those many memories that allowed me to make that commitment.

That day, there was the warmth of our hands held together.

The connection that had continued since childhood still touched me warmly.

I liked it so much.

I wanted to keep holding hands and stay together.

"..., hehe."

At some point, I found myself letting out a frivolous, strange laugh.

Since it was a side I didn't want to show in front of Ain, I quickly composed my expression and checked his reaction.

While doing so, he speaks to me first.

"Let's go. Where do you want to go?"

I think anywhere is fine as long as I'm with Ain.

However.

If I had to choose, the market where I could see his new expressions was my favorite.

"..., I won't eat caterpillars."

He always says so firmly that he won't eat them.

"You won't eat them?"

When I ask repeatedly, he eventually gives in.

I loved how, despite clearly disliking caterpillars, he would close his eyes and open his mouth in the end. My heart went thump.

"Ain, it's delicious, right?"

"..., It's delicious."

Though his expression clearly showed he found it distasteful, he told me it was delicious, making my fingertips tremble.

Actually, this was.

While I wanted to see Ain making an effort for me.

It was also a petty revenge against him for trying to leave my side.

If he harbored such thoughts, he should at least endure this much.

That's what I think.



And so.

After our time at the market ended, various colors swirled at the square we visited together with Ain.

Near the end of autumn.

The peaceful square of the Empire had its own atmosphere, making my heart flutter for no reason.

Ain always took care of me, but opportunities to walk together like this were rare, which might be why I was even more excited.

Before I knew it, I was grinning and pulling his hand.

Fallen leaves.

A pile of fallen leaves.

Suddenly curious about the seemingly very fluffy pile of fallen leaves.

"This looks fluffy."

After saying that, I ran and dove right into it.

If you ask what the result was.

"Ain..., this isn't fluffy."

"..."

There was Ain looking at me with an incredulous expression, and there was me in complete disarray.

This is Ain's fault for not telling me beforehand that leaf piles aren't particularly fluffy.

Moreover, leaves are itchy when they get inside your clothes.

"Hehe, it's itchy. Ain, help me get the leaves that are still inside my clothes."

"Wait a moment..., no. Don't take off your clothes outside...!"

I was about to take off my clothes when Ain scolded me.

"Ah!"

"Ain, don't be angry and help me get the leaves out."

"Don't take them off!"

However.

Come to think of it.

This is also Ain's fault for not telling me beforehand that you get itchy after being buried in a pile of leaves.



The time spent with him was quite nice.

Even without the leaves, my heart kept tingling.

Even without holding hands, my chest gradually warmed up.

As the end of the day approached.

For some reason, we naturally headed toward an alley, and that's how we faced that shabby, crude wooden board house.

It's a precious memory for me.

Because it contains his affection, which he put into building it while hurting his hands and pounding away.

Because the sound of my heart beating in rhythm with those pounds still echoes in my ears.

That's why I can smile even while looking at the wooden board house that has become quite worn down.

"Do you miss it?"

Even as I hear his words, I stroke the moldy wooden boards and look around them absentmindedly.

His breath is there.

His affection is there.

No matter how old and shabby it has become, his indelible traces remain engraved.

So I answer.

"..., No. It's okay."

"Are you really okay?"

With a somewhat relieved heart, I stand up again.

"Yes, because this isn't my home anymore."

"..."

I looked at him and smiled brightly.

"It's okay because Ain and the mister gave me a new home. I can just keep this as a memory."

In other words, I didn't leave it behind.

I took all the memories that remained.

I stroked and gathered even the small fragments that remained.

That's why I can say it's okay.



So.

I held his hand again and took the first step forward.

Ain quietly uttered:

"Asha."

For a moment, I didn't understand what it was and tilted my head.

"Your name."

He said it was the name he was giving to me.

"Huh...?"

Thump-

My heart pounds.

Thump-

That single word makes my heart beat more violently than ever before, igniting all kinds of emotions.

Thump-

My face turns red, my fingertips reach toward him.

My eyes keep trembling, and I forget what I should say, opening and closing my mouth.

Thump-

My heart beats fiercely without stopping for even a moment.

Is this dreamy feeling truly just happiness?

Even though I still can't understand it, I end up falling into his arms with a bright smile.



And so.

Today, I've built another new memory.

It's my name.

The name he gave me.

Asha.

I am Asha.



Therefore.

I can endure with these memories.

I thought I could let him go.

I wish.

For his happiness, for him to achieve what he wants.

I wished for it more desperately than my own desires and emotions.



Because I'm a good child.

Because I'm a life that lives for Ain.

Ch.40 - 31. The Stubborn Age of Sixteen.
# Chapter 31

Hermann Hesse once said.

The egg is the world of the bird.

Whoever wishes to be born must destroy a world.

I'm not sure exactly what kind of world he meant to speak of, but I broke a world through an unwanted death.

I broke the egg of reality and spread my wings in the world of a novel.

Although I was merely an extra who couldn't even get proper wings, from a young age I reached for Abraxas.

I flapped my wings with all my might, determined to reach him and tear at least a piece of Abraxas's garment.

The Witch's Observer.

That was my first wing-flap.

Saving the ash-colored girl who was dying abandoned in an alley, and finally stepping into the storm within the novel.

I wanted to prove that one could fly even with meager wings.

And now I finally longed for my second wing-flap.

A traveler wandering the world.

At sixteen, having become an adult, I hoped to be assigned that role.

Breaking the egg once more to be reborn with more beautiful wings.

I thought I wanted to prove the value of my life.

Even if I staggered a bit and might someday fall face-first into the mud, I wanted to move forward.



Time passed once again.

After two full years had passed, I finally became an adult.

Of course, though I had reached the age I'd so desperately wanted, that didn't mean I would immediately set off on my journey.

"Ain, help me with this."

"Hmm."

I still work at the grocery store.

Asha also works beside me, moving busily.

"Don't just 'hmm' me, I asked for help. Keep that up and I'll get angry."

"Pfft... alright. I'll help, so don't get mad."

When I just stand there watching her struggle with a sack of potatoes, she glares at me with her lips pursed.

In the past two years, Asha has matured even more, becoming a beautiful woman with no childlike features remaining.

She's changed a lot from her previous worryingly skinny self, and has become such a beauty that even I am sometimes surprised when I look at her.

Now she always speaks to me formally, making me wonder sometimes if she's really the same small girl I once knew.

However.

When she plays around like this, glimpses of her old self show through.

She giggles as I take the potato sack, looking at me as if I'm being annoying.

I couldn't help teasing her like I did earlier.

"...Ain, you're being mean lately."

"What's with the sudden... Ouch. Asha, that hurts."

Eventually her shoe connected with my shin.

This was because of the shopkeeper's advice that she should kick me whenever I was being annoying.

"That's what you get for teasing me when I'm busy. It's your karma."

"..."

Even when I look at her with an injured expression, Asha sticks out her tongue and runs to the counter.

Of course, once she reaches the counter, she glances back at me with a bright smile.

So.

Even after becoming adults, we remain in this kind of scenery.

It was a scenery we still shared.



Thinking back to what happened before.

The day Asha told me it was okay for me to go on a journey.

The day when ash continuously swirled, piling up like gray snow in the alley.

Though she smiled and said it was fine.

The scenery around her clearly said it wasn't fine.

Her hand clutching my clothes trembled, begging me not to go.

Her quivering lips kept twisting strangely, just like her emotions.

Those were the ashen traces that a woman could never hide no matter how hard she tried.

So I knew.

I knew how much Asha was holding back to say those words, how much she had been bottling up inside.

From the ashen stories I'd read in the novel, and from the scenes I'd witnessed firsthand during our nearly ten years together.

I could tell how hard she was trying.

Always seeming dazed, always smiling.

Always just nodding to me.

I finally realized that the woman before me wasn't simply straightforward.

And.

"I'm, okay."

"..."

As if she didn't want to say anything else, she kept repeating the same words.

"I can, wait, Ain."

"..."

There was a woman whose fists were clenched so tightly that blood dripped, as if she was suppressing her emotions.

Despite claiming it was a decision made after long deliberation, when the moment actually came, she couldn't control her feelings.



So.

Staring blankly at her, I came to think.

That I should at least give her the assurance that I wouldn't forget her even if I left on my journey.

That in the remaining two years, I needed to create even more memories than we'd built up until now.

With that thought, I linked my pinky finger with hers.

I promised that wherever I went, I would choose souvenirs for her first.

I said we should make more memories in the time we had left.

"Promise... Ain."

"Yes. I promise."

Looking at her as she tried to calm the swirling ash, I made that promise.

I promised that even after turning sixteen and starting my new role, I wouldn't abandon the role I had been carrying until now.

That's how these two years continued.

Though it might seem trivial, the fact that she could now kick my shin without hesitation and run away while checking my reaction carried significant meaning.

And.

"Ain, let's go for a walk."

"Sure, let me change first."

As I became an adult and the day of my departure gradually approached, she seemed to sense it and asked me to go for walks with her every day.



Spring rain comes without warning.

Plop- pitter-patter-

Raindrops falling on the street make such sounds, and people who didn't bring umbrellas hurry to avoid getting wet.

"Ain, I think your shoulder is getting wet."

"...It's fine. I can just wash up later."

And we are walking together under a single umbrella.

Step-

Click-

The sound of our two pairs of shoes keeps a steady rhythm.

"I'm not asking you to tell me you can wash up later, I'm telling you to come closer."

"I don't mind getting wet."

"Well, I mind."

With those words, the distance between us suddenly closes.

"...We could have just brought two umbrellas."

"But that wouldn't be romantic. Didn't you say romance is important in life?"

As I stand there awkwardly with the shortened distance due to her grumbling, I gradually become aware of the sweet scent from her skin.

"..."

"..."

That's what the fragrance of a mature woman is like.

I called it a sweet scent, but it's not something that can be simply defined that way.

It's something that gradually flows out only when you're close, enveloping my surroundings.

I try to twist my body away, feeling somewhat flustered, but she doesn't let go of my arm.

"Don't move away again. Your shoulder is getting wet."

"..."

A woman who has shed all childish traits looking up at me with her slender jawline is a sight to behold.

"..."

"..."

When our eyes meet like that, we inevitably stop walking, and both of us maintain silence as if the world has stopped.

However.

The raindrops falling with plop- pitter-patter- sounds keep hitting our umbrella as if to say the world hasn't stopped.

"...Where should we go?"

"Wherever you want."

To break the awkwardness created by the momentary silence, we decide on a direction as we always do.

"Then let's go to the library today. It's almost time for my appointment with Idrin anyway."

"Hmm, are you sure? You'll be pestered again if we go."

The destination she has in mind today is the library.

"If you were going to worry about that, you shouldn't have introduced us in the first place. After telling her everything, do you think I'll find it cute that you're saying this now?"

"...Let's hurry."

And I quickly start walking, unable to give a proper answer to her sidelong glance.



Actually, I used to dislike rainy days.

I disliked how my pants and shoes would get damp, and how the gloomy dark clouds would pull my mood into a strange melancholy.

Rain tends to make people emotional, and I didn't like how it made me recall old memories.

However.

"Ain, stop moving away and stay close."

"...Alright."

To put it simply, I don't particularly dislike it anymore.

Maybe it's because the dark clouds are ash-colored.

Maybe it's because the scenery created is blurry and muffled.

Or perhaps it's because there are two people and one umbrella walking through it all.

Though I don't know the exact reason, I no longer think of it as something I dislike.

Plop- pitter-patter-

The rain continues to tap on our umbrella.

And with each sound, she moves a little closer, step by step.

The path to the library is quite long.

When I look at her as we walk silently, I notice her lips have curled up into a gentle smile.

Ch.41 - 32. The Stubborn Age of Sixteen.
# Chapter 32

It was about half a year ago when I introduced Idrin to Asha.

It wasn't exactly a process of building memories, but I thought it was something she needed.

To explain.

Even after ten years, I still didn't understand the Ashen Witch well.

As a non-expert, despite my best efforts, I remained inadequate. No matter how many times I read Idrin's research books, there were still countless gaps that couldn't be filled.

Because there were aspects of the Ashen Witch that couldn't be captured in novels.

Because there were limits to what I could understand by directly confronting it.

It was as if my vision was completely shrouded in a hazy fog, preventing me from moving forward.

Effort, too, ultimately has its limits. The fact remained that by myself, I could only help Asha in the same ways I had been doing until now.

So I carefully asked for her opinion, and though Asha hesitated with somewhat worried eyes, she eventually nodded.

Idrin became a new connection through that decision.

And so we entered the National Library, which was always quiet due to the lack of visitors.

"Hello, Asha. What shall we talk about today? First, tell me about what you've been doing recently, what you've been thinking about, how your emotions have been changing lately, whether you've made any magical progress, whether your physical growth has stopped, the color and size of the underwear you're wearing right now, and since it's raining, could you also tell me about any changes related to the season and weather? Though I have many questions piled up, I'll only ask this much today so you won't feel burdened. Still, since it's been a while, let's have a serious conversation until evening. I don't need to leave work today, so that's fine with me. Is that okay with you, Asha?"

This crazy person.

I take back what I said about connections.

"...I want to go back, Ain."

"That's why I kept asking if this would be okay on our way here."

The two people who had made their way through the rain immediately prepared to leave upon facing the clear-eyed librarian.

I was relieved that Idrin wasn't negative about the Ashen Witch, but it was troublesome that she wasn't negative enough.

However.

"Where are you going? We agreed to cooperate. Ain, Asha. If I diligently conduct my research, it will benefit you both, won't it?"

"..."

"..."

As Idrin said, her help was indispensable to us.

Because someone who doesn't show disgust toward the Ashen Witch is rare and precious.

"Come over here quickly. Time is passing even as we speak."

Unable to turn our feet toward the door, we followed Idrin to a table deep within the library, so deep it was as dark as an abyss.

In reality, though she always talked like this, the actual process was somewhat normal.

"Open your mouth wide and say 'ah.'"

"Ah..."

"As I always say, a bit wider please."

Setting aside her earlier intense curiosity and madness, she carefully and meticulously examined Asha's condition.

She looked inside Asha's mouth as she said "ah," flipped her eyelids to check her pupils, took her pulse by holding her wrist, and even checked under her clothes for any new wounds.

Some might wonder what business a mere librarian has pretending to be a doctor.

But having lived her entire life buried in the library, she claimed to have learned basic medical skills from books, and her casual examinations were actually quite convincing.

Only after repeating this process with a serious expression did she scribble something in her journal and speak.

"Well, physically there don't seem to be any problems. If anything, you seem even healthier than before. Hmm, your belly is a bit softer than last month. You must have been eating well."

"...Idrin. That's rude."

And so there was the librarian who casually committed social blunders, and the Ashen Witch who frowned in response.

"No, eating well is a good thing. You can think of it as filling in what you lacked from not eating enough when you were young. The soft belly is proof of that."

"I said it's rude, Idrin. At least say such things when we're alone."

But it was impossible to expect tact from a librarian who had already been demoted twice, so she once again singled out that particular aspect for a compliment that wasn't really a compliment.

"Eat a lot. Eating plenty helps with magical development too. According to the law of conservation of energy, even the belly fat created from eating will eventually be converted into magical energy."

"Oh, really."

To be honest, she had been eating more recently.

As she grew, her appetite increased until she ate almost as much as I did.

So while I was nodding in agreement, the bickering between the two seated across from me continued for a while.

Hmm.

The usual WWE.

A very familiar taste.

As time passed and the sound of rain gradually subsided, the meeting between the two continued.

"Your emotional changes have definitely decreased. I'd say you're a somewhat different case from the Ashen Witches in the materials I've collected so far."

As always, the librarian was busily taking notes and chattering away.

"I apologize for teasing you about your belly earlier, but seeing how low your emotional response was even to that, I think your current state is quite stable."

"...Don't make it sound like you were deliberately trying to get a reaction."

"At least half of it was to gauge your reaction. It's true, so please stop glaring at me. Your glares only make my heart race with joy."

As always, the woman turned her head toward me, seemingly tired of the perverted Idrin.

And there was a reason why we kept coming to see Idrin despite complaining about how tiring and difficult it was.

"I'll need to research more, but based on my examinations and observations over the past six months, you're definitely a somewhat different type from the usual cases."

Because the conclusions she reached after our monthly visits for examinations and questions were quite important to us.

"As I mentioned before, typical Ashen Witches are characterized by ashen hair, or in other species, ashen fur."

Because she was someone who continuously delved deeper and deeper into aspects that Asha and I didn't know, trying to reach the abyss.

"However, you also have ashen eyes, which made me think you might be a more dangerous type of Ashen Witch."

We found ourselves focusing on the stories about new possibilities that gently echoed through the library, on the voice of the woman who spoke them.

"For reasons I can't explain, I sense potential in you despite your pronounced Ashen Witch characteristics. I think you might be the key to solving the Ashen Witch problem."

So.

I thought that perhaps, with Idrin's help, my goal of helping Asha live a normal life might come a little closer.

Eventually, evening arrived.

"It's been a truly happy time after so long."

"...Not for me."

"Not for me either."

We said goodbye to Idrin, who was clutching her research journal to her chest.

"How disappointing. But we have next month, so see you then."

"..."

It's always disgusting to see her return to her original self, examining Asha with those crazed eyes.

With such thoughts, we quickly picked up our umbrellas to leave the library, but Idrin waved her hand at me as if she had just remembered something and called only for Asha.

"Oh, right. Ain, please wait outside for now. Could you stay behind for a moment?"

"What is it?"

So Asha tilted her head and asked Idrin.

"About your belly. You said you wanted to discuss it without Ain present, so please step outside for about five minutes."

"Oh, really."

"It's an important conversation, so hurry up and leave, Ain."

Seeing her still waving her hand, I scratched my head and left through the door alone.

The library door closed with a thud.

Outside, it was still raining and had grown dark as time passed, leaving an eerie atmosphere in the corridor where I was left alone.

However.

Their conversation couldn't be blocked by a single door.

The library was always wrapped in silence, so even the smallest murmurs would reach my ears like whispers.

"Asha, there are some scars on your arms and thighs that haven't faded."

"..."

That was something she wanted to hide from me.

"I doubt someone is bullying you, but I can't say that self-harm is a good way to release emotions."

"...Yes."

A conversation that neither Asha nor Idrin wanted me to know about.

"Though I can recommend other ways to control your emotions, like common hobbies to prevent withdrawal symptoms, or eating those sweet candies you said you like. For now, that's all I can suggest."

"..."

It crept through the door crack, climbed up my legs, and eventually reached my ears.

"I apologize. As a researcher, I'm embarrassed to admit this is my first time meeting an Ashen Witch, so I don't have proper solutions."

"...It's okay."

It's not like I hadn't checked the condition of her body.

I remembered how she hesitated, as if wanting to hide something.

"I'll look for new methods as well. Finding ways to suppress an Ashen Witch's emotions has been part of my ongoing research."

"..."

I don't simply ignore these words that keep flowing into my ears.

"Please stop hurting yourself. It might seem like a solution now, but eventually, it will become unbearable."

"..."

"If you don't want to end up like other Ashen Witches, keep thinking and keep moving forward."

Continue to ponder.

Move forward.

Nothing in this world is predetermined.

There is no tragic story that the novel desires.

The few letters I've already twisted have invaded the novel.

What was once just a small stream has now become a wave washing over the paper, blurring the ink.

So.

I prepare to dive back into the now-calm waters.

So that what might have been dismissed as a child's splashing will now become a new wave that tears the paper apart.

Ch.42 - 33. The Stubborn Age of Sixteen.
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The time to embrace my new role approaches steadily.

Though I'm not in a hurry and am preparing one step at a time, time itself isn't as patient as I am. Before I know it, in about a month, I'll truly have to depart.

A wanderer traveling the world.

That has been my desired role for a long time.

It was something I could only yearn for when I was just a child.

While some might dismiss it as mere delusion or a meaningless dream, I had a wish to face everything directly myself.

I definitely had such a dream.

However.

Now that I've become an adult, it no longer maintains its original form completely.

Mixed with many thoughts and concerns, with the form of a certain woman interjected in between.

As time passed, some parts wore away, while others changed definitively.

It now faces me in a form somewhat different from what I originally desired.


And it whispers to me as if it has a will of its own.

Embark on a journey for the Ash-colored Witch.

Set out on a journey to find the ending I've been holding in my heart all along.

Though I said I would escape the eye of the storm, step forward again toward the end of the story.

Overturn the board created by the gods.


It tells me that's the new story I should obtain through my journey.

That my only mission is to tear apart the tragic pages written by the gods.

I find myself nodding to these whispers.


So.

Somehow, such influences have seeped into my role, making it no longer solely composed of curiosity and the desire for exploration.

The once aimless journey now has signposts carved into it.

I intend to follow that path.







In the weekend scenery.

Only three people remain sprawled out with defeated expressions like routed soldiers in the grocery store after all the customers have left.

There was the middle-aged man who had been carrying groceries all day, me who had been guiding customers with a capitalist smile, and a certain woman who had been seeing customers off at the counter.

Weekends are always like battlefields, where we face various types of people rushing in, and only when the three of us remain do we finally let out cries for help.

So.

"Ain..., I'm exhausted."

As always, there's a woman who says that and plops her head on my shoulder.

Though born with ash-colored hair, that doesn't translate to physical superiority, so she ends up completely drained after working busily at the grocery store.

"You worked hard."

"Yes... I really did work hard."

Now she's mature and dignified, so she doesn't go completely limp like before, but seeing her struggle like this every weekend makes me feel a bit sorry for her.

So I think.

Setting magic aside, she's too fragile for me to leave her behind when I go on my journey.

At the very least, she should build up enough stamina not to collapse while working.

I've somehow reached that conclusion and smile at her.

"..., I don't know what you're thinking, but I'm not doing it."

"Let's go somewhere else today, Asha."

Of course, she's quick-witted and can sense danger just from my smile.

"I don't know where that somewhere is, but just from your smile, I feel like I shouldn't go."

"So you're not going?"

"..."

Though she seems reluctant, pressing her lips together and turning her face away while still resting on my shoulder.

"Do you really not want to go?"

"..., I should go."

When I smile again and ask, she nods without even a few seconds of hesitation.


So.

Asha.

No, Assei.

I shall personally bestow upon you the screaming pain of muscles.







My footsteps walking together with her were uncharacteristically light.

"...Ain, can we turn back even now?"

"Do you really want to go back?"

"..."

And naturally, the face of the woman following behind me was filling with more and more fear, her footsteps becoming increasingly slower.

However, she didn't answer no to my question.

"It's all for your own good, but if you don't like it, you can go back."

"..., That's cheating. That's cheating."

She just walked with a somewhat dejected face, trudging along.



And so we arrived at our destination.

"Hmm, a new customer. Female customers are rare. Thanks to you, my passion to teach diligently has been rekindled after a long time, young man."

"Yes, please. I'd appreciate if you could go full intensity from day one, like you did with me."

"Don't worry, young man. That is the true mindset of a muscle enthusiast."

There lived a gym owner who couldn't contain his excitement whenever he saw a skinny person.

"S-save me, Ain.... I just want to go back."

And there was a woman who, just like me in my younger days, instinctively backed away after making eye contact with such an owner.

That's clearly a survival instinct based on intuition, but once you've entered this place, there's absolutely no choice.

"Welcome to everyone's club, which used to be a men-only club. I'll help you become a true woman."

"N-no. You don't need to welcome me..."

"Don't look back. You can't return the way you came now."

His welcoming greeting, unchanged for six years and given to all new members, is heard again after a long time.

"No..., ugh...!"

"Welcome to everyone's club!!!"

It's a bit absurd how he first called it a men-only club and then subtly changed it to everyone's club.

"Ain..., Ain...!"

"Fighting. I'll be exercising beside you too, so let me know if it gets too hard."

"Ain, you, you bad...!"

Seeing her eyes glaring at me even as she's being dragged away by the scruff of her neck, I think today's workout is going to be intense.



And so time passed.

The three hours of admiring the woman's screams, which I had never heard before, came to an end.

"See you tomorrow, lady! Tomorrow you'll become an even stronger woman!"

The owner, happy with his new customer, came out to the front of the building to wave at us before going back inside.

However, there was no response directed at him.

So I spoke to her, who was staring blankly at the sky as if her soul had left her body.

"Asha?"

"..."

"Asha, are you okay?"

"Ain, how can you even say that..."

After calling her name about twice, some life returns to Asha's eyes, which had been staring blankly at the sky.

Although she forgot the formal speech she had been so insistent on and reverted to casual speech like before.

I said there was life in her eyes, but it was more like a mix of indignation, betrayal, and various other emotions.

Looking at her, I can't help but let out a chuckle.

"Don't laugh. I'm not in a good mood."

"You worked hard today."

She keeps pouting her red lips, her eyes narrowed sharply as she glares at me.

With hands trembling from exhaustion, she pokes my side, brings her face close, and even lightly bites my arm.

And these are some of the few emotional expressions she shows.

In fact, while they are emotional expressions, they're not so much genuine hatred toward me as they are a way of asking me to show words and actions for her sake.

So I speak to the woman who is still pouting her lips.

"Still, you did pretty well. You really worked hard."

"..., Do you think I'll be satisfied with just being told I worked hard?"

"I'm sorry."

When I say words she might like, her pouting lips gradually retract.

Her sharp gaze has already softened, and she's looking at me with somewhat rounded eyes.

Her tone has also calmed down, and even the hand that was busy poking my side is now fidgeting, slowly approaching to hold my hand.

"..., Well. Saying that doesn't make me feel any better at all..."

"Tomorrow, let's go for a walk somewhere with nice scenery instead of a place like this. It's spring, so flowers should be blooming soon."

"That sounds good..., oops. I didn't say anything yet."

And finally, she nods with a slight smile at the corners of her lips in response to my words.

Of course, she was startled by her own behavior and pressed her lips together, trying to glare at me again with an awkward expression.

"Pfft."

"..., Don't laugh."

"Alright. It's getting late, so let's head back to the store."

I chuckled at her behavior and took her fidgeting hand.

It was getting late and the surroundings were starting to darken, so I planned to take her back to the store.



However, there was a slight problem.

"Ugh.... But my legs hurt too much to walk..."

"Hmm."

After overexerting herself during the workout, there was a woman who became teary-eyed after taking just one step.

"Ain, I'm in pain..."

"Hmm."

It seemed like three hours of exercise on the first day was too much for her.

When I was 10 years old, I also started learning and exercising that way, so I had somehow come to think of it as normal.

"Um, don't just say 'hmm,' I'm in pain. Let's go into that alley and use magic just once..."

Come to think of it, I had acted without consideration while claiming to be concerned about her stamina.

So I looked at her, knelt down, and spoke.

"Then do you want to get on my back? Oh, but what were you about to say?"

"..., I, I didn't say anything."

"Hmm, really?"

"Yes. I'll get on your back right away, so stay like that. Tsk..."

Now that I think about it, she seemed like she was about to say something to me, but she just shook her head saying it was nothing and climbed onto my back.



So I stood up with her on my back.

She was incredibly light.

"Hmm, you're heavy."

"Ain, that's very rude."

"I'm just kidding."

I got a smack on the back of my head and started walking.





In the evening, as the scenery darkened.

Looking at it, there are streetlights lined up at regular intervals.

The footsteps of parents returning from work echo between them.

Carriages rattle along the connected roads, creating a somewhat bustling atmosphere.

And.

"..., Heehee."

The woman and I were also walking through that scenery.

To be precise, only I was walking while the woman was on my back, making meaningless laughing sounds, but we were definitely there.

The woman's arms are still thin, but they're wrapped tightly around my neck as if she'll never let go.

The two legs supported by my arms keep fluttering as if excited.

"Heehee."

Such meaningless laughter has been escaping and lingering near my ear for a while now.

The woman's breath, exhaled with a "hoo," touches my neck, causing a strange tingling sensation.

Her scent, too, closer than ever due to the reduced distance, keeps wafting and tickling my nose.

That's why.

Despite walking together, there's no conversation, only her laughter echoing.

My mind becomes complicated, and my senses sharpen as if I'm unnecessarily tense.

The gazes from around us are somewhat bothersome, and her breath causes me to tingle again.

So, although I don't know why, I've completely forgotten what would be good to say.



And.

"Heehee, heh."

Her laughter doesn't stop.

It continues even as we enter the market street and receive glances from passing people.

Her arms wrap around my neck more tightly, and her head, which was resting on my shoulder, is now slightly turned and closer.

Whether it was instinctive or if she had some thought in mind, I don't know.

But by the time we reached the store and it was time to let her down, her lips finally touched my neck and she bit down with an "ang-" sound.

"No, wait...!"

"Hap..."

"Asha, that's not allowed. No, please...!"

Despite my protests, her strange behavior continued.

In the end, a red mark was left on my neck.




And.

After getting off my back, she speaks to me with a satisfied expression.

"Ain."

"Yes?"

"If my legs hurt next time, will you carry me again?"

"..."

Her face, which had been red for a while, remains so as she smiles broadly at me.

It creates a somewhat different atmosphere than usual, so I was just looking at her when she spoke again.

"You won't carry me next time?"

"..., If that's what you want."

So I answer like that.

Ch.43 - 34. The Stubborn Age of Sixteen.
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Time inevitably flowed by quickly.

Today was my last day working at the grocery store.

Of course, not much changed just because it was my last day.

The grocery store was still so busy that I had to run around without even having time to feel the lingering sentiment of it being my last day.

"That tiny child has grown up so much... Travel is good, but make sure to come back and show your face from time to time, Ain."

"Yes, ma'am. Don't worry. I'm not heartless enough to never return to the Empire."

Only the regular customers who knew it was my last day would pat me on the shoulder, saying I'd worked hard, amid all the busyness.

It was so hectic that at some point, I didn't even have time to think about today being my last day.

However.

So to speak, just when I was about to forget that it was my last day, there was a scene that kept catching my eye.

There were shoulders that flinched whenever regular customers said their goodbyes.

There was a figure that kept fidgeting nervously, with their mind seemingly completely focused on me even while standing at the counter calculating customers' purchases.

"...Thank you. Please... visit Illeina Grocery again next time."

Even the mechanical phrases spoken to customers were slower than usual.

Then finally turning their head slightly to look in my direction, and when our eyes met, they would startle and quickly turn away.

As I stared blankly at that sight, I truly felt that the moment of farewell was approaching.

Finally, the door of the grocery store closed after all the customers had left.

Finishing business earlier than usual, the jingling sound of coins and the uncle's gruff voice echoed through the store.

My last payday.

Only when it was time to calculate the month's sales did the uncle's grumbling begin.

"I don't know how much I've been ripped off by this tall beanpole."

"Hmm, I don't know how much money I've made for this hairy uncle. What a waste. If I had opened my own store, it would all have been my money."

"My goodness, have you ever seen such a disrespectful punk?"

"What? I'm right, aren't I?"

And this is our routine petty argument, no different from a monthly event.

It's something that would feel strange if it were missing, and now it's become our last argument.

"Ptui, ptui. This is your last paycheck. Take it and get lost."

"Don't worry. I'll enjoy it and move on to better places."

"...You crazy bastard."

Even as we bicker like this, we look at each other and grin.

And so, what's placed in my hand is a money pouch that's thicker and heavier than usual.

"Hmm, it's heavy."

"I put in a bit more since it's your last day."

"Well then, let me count and see just how generous the uncle's extra kindness is."

"...Hey, at least do that later. What kind of person counts money right in front of the person who gave it to them, you punk?"

So, wanting to check just how generous this extra kindness for my last day was, I licked my lips and opened the pouch wide.

"...?"

I immediately tilted my head because it wasn't simply that there was more money—the currency denomination itself was different.

My usual monthly salary was just over 10,000 dera, but this was close to 10 times that amount at a glance.

Because of that, I looked up at the uncle with a slightly dazed expression, and he scratched his head awkwardly as he spoke.

"Ahem, well... you worked hard for a long time."

"100,000 dera...?"

"Hey, what kind of ghost are you to know the exact amount without even properly looking at it...?"

"..."

To explain.

In this world, there isn't really a concept of severance pay, so it would be ridiculous to expect extra compensation or kindness just because you're quitting a job.

Rather, you'd be lucky not to be called a sucker for giving extra money for no reason.

However, the uncle, acting unlike himself, kept averting his gaze as he continued speaking.

"I'm giving you this so you don't die a miserable death from buying shoddy tools or weapons because you're short on money! Ahem, it would be unfair if you died and blamed me!"

"..."

He tries to explain why he gave me extra money with an excuse that isn't even funny.

"Anyway, I'm never giving you money again, so I'm just showing some of that kindness you always barked about! I have an employee here who makes me more money than you, so I don't need you anymore!"

"..."

He hands a thick money pouch to the woman, just like he did to me, and grins.

"You worked hard, Ain."

"...Thank you, uncle."

"Hey! Don't get teary-eyed, you big crybaby!"

So that's the reason.

Even though I tried to smile and say thank you since it was my last day, I ended up not being able to shake off the nickname "crybaby."

That was definitely all the uncle's fault.

And after teasing me for quite a while, the uncle placed his hand on Asha's head and continued speaking.

"Asha, I'll give you a hefty severance pay when you quit too. Of course, it'll be more than what this useless fellow got."

By now, even such scenes have become quite natural.

Even in scenes where I'm absent, Asha's lips curl up slightly.

Asha also stares at the hand placed on her head for a moment before nodding with a gentle smile.

Anyway.

As I always say, he's a good person.

After leaving behind the story of the grocery store that ended early.

Asha and I headed to the market street, unable to resist the uncle's insistence that we leave the store quickly.

In my hand was the money he had given me, telling me to treat Asha to something delicious before sending her home.

While I was grateful for all the consideration and kindness...

"Caterpillar."

"...Let's eat something else."

I'm not at all pleased with the current situation where unnecessary consideration to eat something delicious has been mixed in.

Because such words inevitably lead to the woman smiling and suggesting we go eat caterpillars.

"I'm working hard doing exercise I don't want to do, so you should eat caterpillars you don't like."

I end up sighing at the fact that I'll be eating caterpillars even on my last day.

"Asha, can't we eat something else delicious today...?"

But wait a minute.

I think she just said I don't like caterpillars.

"Asha, don't tell me... you knew I hate caterpillars...?"

"Yes, I'd be stupid not to know that. Let's go, shall we?"

No way.

There's a cunning witch right here.

"You, you... you cunning... No, please spare me. I don't want to eat caterpillars. Let's eat something... something else."

"Ain, just give up and enjoy it already. When we're traveling and run out of food, we'll have to catch and roast caterpillars, so to adapt, shouldn't you eat them every day until we leave?"

"...I won't eat caterpillars even if we run out of food."

My travel journal will definitely not include a story about running out of food and having to eat caterpillars.

However, despite my denial, Asha just smiled brightly and firmly held my hand, not letting go.

"Ain, are you really not going to eat them when I'm asking like this? You said you'd do whatever I want until you leave for your journey."

"..."

So, unable to answer, my first steps toward the market street today were directed toward the place where caterpillars are roasted.

After two caterpillars entered my mouth.

"Delicious, right?"

"...It's not."

I now answered truthfully.

"Then eat two more."

"..."

Anyway, whether they were delicious or not, caterpillars kept entering my mouth.

I'm full.

However, filled with an unpleasant sense of fullness, my lips are uncharacteristically pouting.

And finding my expression amusing, the woman who had been looking up at me slightly raises her head with a playful smile and speaks.

"Ain, are you sulking?"

"...No."

"You look like you're sulking because I made you eat a lot of caterpillars."

"..."

After walking around for a while, we find ourselves in a quiet park rather than the market street.

So I stop walking, and I see the woman approaching me directly, tilting her head this way and that, observing my expression.

"Hmm, so Ain does sulk when teased too much."

"I told you I'm not sulking."

"But you said before that when lips are sticking out, it means someone is sulking."

"..."

She doesn't forget the things I've said, and she's no longer dazed or ignorant like before.

After staring at my face for a while as she says this, she eventually smiles brightly, raises her hand, and gently presses my lips.

"I won't make you eat any more today."

"To my ears, that sounds like you'll make me eat them tomorrow."

"Yes, I want to torment you a bit until you leave for your journey. Since you're leaving anyway, you can endure that much."

She doesn't even hide her intentions anymore, openly declaring that she'll torment me until I leave for my journey.

And.

To me, the woman's words are somewhat bitter and also funny, making me burst into laughter.

"Pfft... Is this some kind of revenge?"

"Yes, it's a small revenge I've thought of."

So to speak, it was a kind of tantrum to release accumulated emotions.

If you consider it as an action of the Ash-colored Witch, it was truly a small thing, and it was clearly my responsibility for making those emotions accumulate.

So shouldn't I be grateful for her effort to express her feelings with just this much and go along with it?

With that thought, I gave my answer.

"Then I guess I have no choice but to endure it."

"Be prepared. A handful of caterpillars every day."

"It would be nice if you could reduce it by just one."

"Hmm, that comment is impertinent, so I'll add one more to the handful."

"..."

However, it was a bit scary how serious she was about this revenge.

Anyway, as we reached the park, our footsteps gradually slowed down.

The sun was setting, and a purple twilight welcomed us.

Standing on the green grass and silently looking up at the sky, she gradually, little by little, closes the distance between us.

"Ain."

She calls me as I look up at the sky, and now she gently releases our hands that had been naturally held together.

So when I lower my head to look in the direction of her voice.

"This is my gift."

With a bright smile, there is a woman holding two identical bracelets.

There is a woman beautifully illuminated by the sunset shining behind her like a halo.

"They say if it breaks naturally rather than being forcibly broken, your wish will come true."

Saying this, she opens my hand, places one bracelet on it, and gently covers it with her own hand.

"One is mine, one is Ain's."

However, ash doesn't scatter.

Unlike the alley two years ago, there is no scene of ash scattering.

"So don't take it off until it breaks naturally. I'll do the same."

There's no trembling in her words, and her eyes are solely focused on me.

With a somewhat sorrowful gaze and a brightly raised corner of her lips.

Revealing something that can't be precisely defined as it's mixed with all sorts of emotions.

That's how the woman looks up at me and simply expresses her feelings naturally.

"...It's a promise."

She says this as she hugs me tightly.

So I answer.

"Yes, it's a promise."

I firmly grasp the bracelet she placed on my hand and say so.

The purple sky grows darker and darker.

We quietly look up at the sky.

Time passes.

The moment finally arrives.

Ch.44 - 35. The Stubborn Age of Sixteen.
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I often dream.

Even though sixteen years have passed, those dreams occasionally bring back my previous life and the people in it.

I dream of someone calling my now-hazy name, holding my hand and not letting go.

To be honest, I disliked the slum neighborhood.

I hated the sweat that would trickle down when I trudged up that steep hill after finishing my day.

Those beads of sweat would gather and drop with a plop, leaving new stains on the ground.

I hated the musty smell that had seeped into the neighborhood from the sweat of countless residents.

After climbing that high hill with a frown, I would finally see my home, and the view I saw when I turned around, catching my breath, wasn't particularly pleasing either.

Looking into the distance, I could see tall buildings that seemed beyond my reach.

But lowering my gaze just a bit, I'd frequently encounter rats, and those rats would be munching on cockroaches.

I could say I hated this reality where such disconnected, mismatched scenery intersected.

So I always promised myself that I would escape someday.

I wanted to escape from this unusual life and live an ordinary, perfectly normal one.


However.

To be honest, I liked the slum neighborhood.

While I disliked the smell of sweat from the many residents, I quite liked the people themselves.

Because there were candies and snacks they would give me, calling me cute as I climbed the hill, panting.

I liked the people who would roughly pat my head with their calloused hands.

I thought the blue sky visible from my house on top of that high hill was beautiful.

Though our shabby home in the slum wasn't like those distant skyscrapers, it was just as high.

I thought that once the rats and cockroaches were hidden behind the window frame, the view was no different from what you'd see from a tall building.


And.

I loved my father and mother who always loved me.

Those two people occupied the largest part of my life.

For me, who had never really experienced love, they were the only ones who poured unconditional love on me.

I remember the crumpled money they saved.

They would take it out to buy me school uniforms when I entered middle school and high school.

I remember the smiles that bloomed on their wrinkled faces.

There's the memory of that shabby house where we danced with joy when I finally got into university.

I remember the warmth of those two people embracing me.

There's the warmth of them hugging me with tears in their eyes when I got my first job and bought them a small gift with my first paycheck.

All these things sometimes appear in my dreams, making blurry memories vivid again before disappearing.


So.

When I was younger, it made me a bit sad.

I wondered if the residents of the slum were still living the same lives, if that grandfather who used to pat my head was still well.

If my mother and father were doing well, if they were grieving because I had died.

It was sad for me when such bittersweet memories surfaced.

Perhaps I started pursuing the single goal of travel to somehow stuff those gloomy feelings deep inside.

Perhaps I sympathized with the young Ash-colored Witch because her pitiful appearance somewhat overlapped with the shabby slum scenery in my memories.

Perhaps.

The reason I treated my current parents as mere characters in a novel for quite a long time was because the two people from my past life kept lingering, and I was desperately trying to deny reality.

If I acknowledged them as my real parents...

I feared that the two people who loved me in my past life would stop appearing even in my dreams, saying they were fine now.

I feared that without dreams to make my fading memories vivid again, they would drift far away.

I was foolishly trapped in dreams, denying reality.


And.

"Son."

There was a voice calling me.

"Time to wake up."

It's a voice pulling up my hand trapped in the dream.

So when I open my eyes and look toward the voice, there's a scene I see.

"You overslept, son."

There's a gentle smile that hasn't changed once from my childhood until now.

"...I should get up."

"Yes, let's eat breakfast."

There's a woman who grabs my hand and pulls me up.

Her name is Rein, my mother.

And so the dreamscape gradually fades away.

Leaving behind what I called memories, I move forward.



If someone were to ask what I'm doing now...

"Son, don't you need this?"

"Hmm... do I really need teacups while traveling...?"

I would say I'm packing at home with my mom.

However.

As the trip approached, mom's worries and anxieties grew exponentially.

Far more luggage than I had planned was piling up at the front door.

"What if you encounter a noble lord or something?"

"Are you saying I might suddenly meet a noble in the middle of a dusty road?"

"Yes. Some nobles might be eccentric like you and suddenly abandon everything to travel. Who knows?"

"..."

I could somewhat understand items like pillows and blankets, but how did the conversation lead to preparing for tea time with nobles?

And to correct my mom's statement, the trip wasn't sudden, and I wasn't abandoning everything.

"Hmm, I should pack this, right?"

So as my mom stood there, still holding the teacup and deeply contemplating, I spoke up.

"Put that unnecessarily fancy teacup away."

"That's mean, son!"

"...It looks like it'll be the first thing to break as soon as the journey starts. Seriously, why are you packing that?"

"But what if our son has his first tea time with a noble...? Do you really not want to take it?"

"Sigh... fine, give it to me. I'll pack it."

Even though I knew such a thing would never happen, her downturned lips and sad question made me pack the teacup as well.

That was the scene at home the day before my departure.



And.

Even as time passed, mom's worries didn't end.

"Son, what about this?"

"Why a doll?"

"You need to hug something when you're scared at night."

She kept bringing things from the room and handing them to me for the slightest reasons.

"Mom... I'm sorry, but I'm an adult now."

"To my eyes, you're still a child. So even if not the teacup, you should take the doll, right?"

"No. Put that useless doll back too."

Even as I spoke playfully, her eyes, which still saw me as a child, were filled with worry.

"That's mean! You used to carry it around when you were little!"

"I didn't carry it because I wanted to; you forced me to because you said I looked cute holding it."

"Then I'll force you now too, just like when you were little! Take it!"

"Alright, give it here. I'll pack it."

"Good!"

And so I lost again to her unnecessary worries.


However.

Mom's worries and love were quite intense, so giving in to them didn't solve all the problems.

"Oh, son. You really need to pack this!"

"Stop."

There was a reason I had to firmly reject mom's endless suggestions even as evening approached.

"But really..."

"I'm really sorry, but there's no space for me in the carriage."

You see, as I stacked all the items mom had handed me into the carriage, luggage had piled up even on my seat.

So I simply opened the door to show her the state of the carriage in front of the house.

"Huh... why is there so much luggage in the carriage?"

"...Pillows, blankets, teacups, teapots, a table and two chairs, five pots, three kitchen knives, a doll, cushions, a bundle of newspapers, a wooden basket, a stack of paper and pens, firewood, a trash can, five sets of clothes for each season, a brazier, and even a doorbell... I packed everything you wanted, and it turned out like this. How should I squeeze in more?"

Three kitchen knives—was I supposed to use three-sword style or something?

And the doorbell—was I supposed to use it to brag that the carriage was my home?

With the carriage door open to show its state, I stared at mom, who slowly turned her head to look at me.

"Um... well."

"Do you have something to say, mother?"

"We need to take everything out!"

And so, only by evening did her stubbornness finally break, and she admitted she had gone too far.

"Ugh. I told you none of it was necessary."

"Son, I'm sorry! Hmm, I'll help you unpack."

So mom and I had to remove all the unnecessary items, keeping only what was truly needed, until dad returned from work.





Now the journey is right before me, welcoming me.

Since I'll be departing after just one more night's sleep, as I lie in bed facing the night, my heart keeps pounding, making me toss and turn.

It's clearly anticipation, and just as much anxiety.

It contains worry for someone, and also regret toward someone.

And it wasn't just feelings directed at one person with ash-colored features.

There was Uncle Rendo, Yansen, Gym Director Rini, and even the library's maniacal librarian among them.

The many people from the market streets, those I'd known as customers for years.

All of these had accumulated inside me, and only now, right before my departure, did I start to reflect on them one by one.

And.

Of course, there were my parents.

Even with the sound of my tossing and turning, there was my mother who knocked on the door and entered.

"Son, can't sleep?"

"...A little."

"Then don't go on the trip."

There was a woman who approached with a mischievous grin, teasing me.

She came up to the bed where I was lying and gently placed her hand on my head, just like when I was little.

"Son."

"Yes."

"Make sure to eat properly on your journey, don't get sick at all, and always be careful of people wherever you go."

And she speaks ordinary words.

"Though I'd be a bit happy if you made many good friends. You're a loner without friends."

She says such gentle things that a mother would say to her son.

"Make sure to see all the things you wanted to see, and do all the things you wanted to do."

At times like this, her usual playfulness disappears, and she looks at me with an uncharacteristically serious expression.

"Dangerous things... I want to tell you not to do them, but I don't think you'll listen, so I hope you'll at least be moderate."

Her voice, filled with worry, flows down and ripples gently on the floor, gradually filling up to the bed.

"I don't know how long you'll be gone before returning, but I'd like it if you sent letters occasionally."

And finally, it reaches my fingertips, and I too, from the edges, gradually become colored by that voice.

"Whether it was work, exercise, or study, they were all things you did because you wanted to, but you've really worked hard all this time, son."

You see, it's clearly parental affection.

It was always too much to simply call it the affection of a character in a novel.

"Have a good trip. Mom and Dad will take good care of that child you cherish while you're gone."

Breaking free from the forced settings of the novel, crushing all my childhood doubts, it becomes the story of people supporting me.

"I've always been sorry for not telling you this when you were younger. I'm sorry for getting in the way of what you wanted to do. I'm sorry for not believing in you, for denying your decisions, son."

Rather, it was not you who didn't believe all this time, but me, because I was the unworthy son.

Because I was the foolish son who doubted even love and affection.

"I always love you, son."

I become completely immersed in the warmth of her hand caressing my cheek as she speaks.

The bond formed over sixteen years has become strong enough to break through even the most stubborn thoughts.

Looking back at my steps, which were wretched without any given role, I see that my footprints have left deep marks.

And on the new path I had longed for, some people are now following my exact footsteps.


So.

"I love you too, Mom."

That's what I say.

I speak of love with sincerity.



Now I don't dream anymore.

The scenery of the slum neighborhood that I both liked and disliked sleeps deep in my heart.

Ch.45 - 36. The Stubborn Age of Sixteen.
# Chapter 36

The final story of the Empire inevitably begins its song.

The Hero and the Saint depart from the Empire after the departure ceremony, continuing their protagonist's journey.

As the two who mark the beginning and end of the story leave the Empire, its lights go out one by one with a soft "click-click" sound.

A few lights remained, illuminating the carefully arranged props on the stage, but the stage without its protagonists gradually became more desolate.

The reason the lights of the Empire's stage didn't completely go out was probably because of the witch who carried ash within her.

As a consumable in the story, as people's entertainment.

Because the pitiful woman who should have died for the protagonists' narrative remained in the shabby alleys of the Empire.

However.

Looking back now, even though the story didn't continue in that direction, I can see that even that light has gone out with a "click," making the scenery even darker.

That's a twisted story.

It's a scenery created by a small boy who arbitrarily changed someone's story that should have been full of sadness, pain, curses, and anger.

The Ashen Witch grew up receiving affection.

Eating ordinary food, wrapped in clean bandages.

Living in a shabby house, taking awkward baths.

But because all of these were affections she wouldn't have received originally, the ashen girl's story moves in a different direction.

Meanwhile, with another "click," a light goes out and the stage grows darker.

As the girl is saved and becomes a woman, living an ordinary life as a beautiful woman.

With another "click," one more light goes out, leaving only a single light illuminating the Empire.

And.

What that light illuminates is a background character who originally wouldn't have stood under the spotlight.

He was a tiny child, a small boy.

He was an extra who should have lived a life that didn't even reach mediocrity, having received no role.

So he was a strange person who started running after assigning himself a role.

He was the one who twisted the story, trying to defy his fate.

However, perhaps because he was such a person, the last remaining light of the Empire shone clearly on him alone.

Time passes.

And so even the last light begins to flicker little by little.

The tiny child who was merely a background character has now grown and is preparing to step off the stage.

As he completes his preparations to move on to the next stage, he knows the end of this stage is approaching.

So when that moment finally arrives, when that day finally comes.

Go forth.

Go forth and sing a new story.

The final light that illuminated him will whisper thus, then go out with a "tick" sound.

And so.

The final story of the Empire becomes the first story that leads to the next.

********

And so the next day came.

I wanted to visit each person I had formed connections with to say goodbye.

And the first was the Civilian Library, which was closest to my home.

"Ah, today is the day you're leaving. I had no idea."

"..., I clearly told you it was today last time."

She didn't even seem interested in my departure, burying her head in a pile of papers and speaking indifferently.

"I'm sorry, Ain, but the day of your departure isn't particularly worth remembering."

"..."

I had hoped that when someone comes to say goodbye, they would at least look up, but this librarian was always the same.

"Ah, come to think of it, it does have value. If you happen to encounter new ash-colored beings during your travels, or discover new books or folklore about ash, please send them to this Civilian Library."

"I don't want to."

She always prioritized efficient methods. She was only ever interested in ash.

"If you don't want to, well, helping Asha will just be a bit slower, but what can I do? Then your journey has lost its value again."

"..., I can't believe this."

"You're narrow-minded. If you're not going to send those things during your journey, please leave now."

She barely lifted her head to glance at my face, then nodded slightly in farewell.

"..., I'll send them if I have to."

"Thank you. Then goodbye. And take this, it's a book with information that might be helpful for your journey."

"..."

So even though I hadn't expected anything.

Despite saying she didn't know I was leaving, she quietly handed me something that might be helpful, then embarrassedly buried her head in the pile of papers.

In other words, I had somehow entered Idrin's circle of care as well.

The next place I visited was the fitness center.

"Hmm, even until the moment of departure, you haven't become a muscle man, failure."

"..."

"I am disappointed in you. How can you talk about going on a journey while still having such a soft body?"

However, looking at the mentally unstable muscular bald man looking down at me with a frown, I felt a bit of regret.

"..., I think I said from the beginning that I never intended to build disgustingly twitching muscles like Rini."

"Your thoughts are none of my business. I taught you with the belief of turning everyone into muscle men."

"Aren't you just sad about losing money from one less member?"

"If you know that, pay your membership fee before you go."

Ah, damn it.

I should have just left without saying goodbye.

I thought this as I placed a thick money pouch on the counter with a thud.

"..., This is for Asha's membership for two years, so don't charge her."

"Hmm, a young man lacking in muscles but abundant in generosity. You'll need to register again when you come back, so be careful on your journey."

"..."

Indeed, this person is still strange even after knowing him for several years.

After exchanging farewells and stepping outside the fitness center, he followed me out carrying various items and handed them to me one by one.

"This is protein. Make sure to take it throughout your journey."

"..."

Two boxes of protein.

"These are 40kg dumbbells. Hold them until the moment you sleep."

"..."

Two 40kg dumbbells.

"These are 20kg sandbags. Always wear them on your wrists and ankles."

"..., No."

Four 20kg sandbags.

"A waist band, shoes, and wrist guards. I've only filled them with about 10kg each, so wear them at all times."

"No, damn it. Stop, please."

I can't tell if he's sending me on a journey or telling me to do home training.

However.

Regardless of my words, he continues to hand me the remaining items and speaks.

"Young man, don't use such strong language. It makes you look weak."

"..., Damn it."

"Cursing again makes you look as weak as those puny muscles. So exercise hard, young man."

"..."

So I glared at him as he spoke, took what he handed me, and headed to the next location.

I knew these were his way of showing concern and affection.

But honestly, his feelings were too heavy.

Ah.

Really damn heavy.

The next place I arrived at.

"..., Are you going on a fitness journey or something?"

"Yansen, these are farewell gifts from the gym owner you introduced me to."

"Ah, sorry. But he's not a bad person, so try to understand."

I visited the adventurer's shop to meet Yansen.

"You know I'm leaving today, right?"

"How could I not know that? You've worked hard all this time. When you first came, you were really a tiny kid. But at this point, you probably won't die a dog's death wherever you go."

He was definitely a normal person, so unlike the two mentally unstable people, our conversation flowed somewhat normally.

"Then perhaps do you have an expensive farewell gift that could eliminate even the slightest possibility of a dog's death?"

"..., Why does this bastard always seem to want to mooch something off me? You should pay a fair price and take it, you damn kid."

"Well, considering our history, you could give me a gift out of concern."

In this scene, I feel like I'm the less normal person compared to him.

"Does sentiment make money?"

"It did for me."

"It doesn't for me."

"Come on, just give me something. You're going to anyway."

So we continued our usual everyday banter for a while.

"No, you shameless bastard. I've told you many times, if you want to ask for something, do it politely."

"Please bestow your grace upon me, Elder Yansen."

"I don't want to."

As we continued our conversation with smiles on our faces, I brazenly held out both hands politely.

"Look at this. You always do this, what politeness? I'm busy, so hurry up and show me."

"Augh..., take this and get out, you bastard."

"Heh, thank you, Yansen."

Despite his words, he grinned and threw me quite expensive gifts like daggers and armor.

His first impression was definitely that of a money-grubber, but he had somehow become a person who awkwardly showed generosity.

The carriage I bought from him, and various tools and equipment.

I knew he had given me better items than what I had actually paid for.

"Just in case, let me tell you this: don't recklessly enter just anywhere with a rash heart, Ain."

"Yes, don't worry. I need to stay alive if I want to mooch more off Yansen."

"Your manners are as bad as ever."

So we grinned at each other and exchanged farewells.

Finally, I stopped by the grocery store.

"Are you leaving now? Take care."

"Is that all you have to say?"

The shopkeeper greeted me indifferently as I entered carrying lots of luggage.

"What else should I say? I've said everything there is to say after seeing you for over 8 years, kid."

"Well, forget the words, just give me some food items with long shelf lives."

And that was the hidden sentiment of the shopkeeper who had been pouting whenever he saw me for the past few days.

Being a sentimental person, he tried to hide his feelings of disappointment and regret by pretending to be indifferent and turning his head away.

I could tell because, as the shopkeeper said, we had known each other for 8 years.

Therefore.

We acted and spoke more like our usual selves.

"Did you leave something here?"

"You're going to give it to me anyway."

"When the hell did this kid leave something here? Asha, do you know about this?"

"It's Ain. Just go with it."

"Hmm, then there's nothing I can do. Eat this and get lost, Ain."

As if it had been pre-arranged, the shopkeeper threw me a thick bundle of food supplies he had prepared in advance, and I received it and nodded my head.

But regardless of that, I wonder if Asha knows that the answer "It's Ain" is somewhat hurtful.

It didn't seem like a pre-arranged response.

Anyway, I bid him my final farewell.

"Thank you, sir."

"Yeah, now hurry up and go."

"Yes, stay healthy until I return. Maybe try making a fifth child while you're at it."

"Hey, you brat! I already have two daughters, so I'm not having any more kids!"

The shopkeeper shouted heartily at my words and gently placed his hand on Asha's shoulder.

Asha now simply smiled and nodded at such gestures.

"I'm really going now."

"Yeah, get going already. And Asha, go see this careless fellow off."

So we smiled at each other and turned our heads away.

And.

The footsteps of the two people who left the grocery store continued slowly.

Thud-

Click-

While the sound of two pairs of shoes echoed in the street, no conversation followed.

The noise of the somewhat bustling market street filled the surroundings.

As we matched our steps, I kept sneaking glances at her by slightly turning my head.

Her gaze, which had always been directed at me, was now looking straight ahead, and even though she must have felt my gaze, her head remained firmly facing forward.

Unlike a few days ago when she smiled with emotion and looked up at me with a yearning gaze, she was walking with a calm and peaceful appearance.

"..."

"..."

However, I couldn't help but know that this didn't mean she was truly unbothered.

Having seen her all this time, it would be quite foolish to be reassured thinking she was really okay, so I kept glancing at the woman who was pretending to be composed as she walked.

I couldn't help but be concerned, so I kept watching her and followed her footsteps without saying a word.

So we walked without saying anything until we reached where the carriage was.

And.

After I loaded my things onto the carriage with a thud and climbed onto the driver's seat at the front, I saw her standing there with her head bowed blankly.

"Asha."

I spoke to her first.

"Yes, Ain."

And her answer came immediately.

There was no trembling in her voice, and when our eyes finally met, any sadness was hidden.

The woman pretended to be fine, smiling broadly and waving at me.

"Hurry up, Ain. It's already late, so you need to leave quickly."

She even urged me to leave quickly, as if she wasn't sad at all.

However, there was one thing different in this seemingly identical scene.

"I'm fine. Have a good trip."

"..."

The formal speech she had so stubbornly maintained was gone.

She didn't even seem to realize it as she mechanically waved her hand to see me off.

So I stared at her intently.

"Listen to the shopkeeper."

"Yes."

Just as she had spoken while wrapped in falsehood, I too began to say goodbye pretending nothing was wrong.

"..., Eat well, and get plenty of rest."

"You don't need to worry about that."

Will she really be able to eat well and sleep well?

"Keep going to the fitness center to exercise, and you don't need to fulfill all of Idrin's requests."

"Of course."

Won't she collapse trying to do all these things alone?

"If you need help with anything, the shopkeeper is there, and if he's not enough, you can go to my mother."

"I'll do that."

What should she do if a trial comes that even the people protecting her can't handle?

"If you wait, I'll come back before it's too late."

"Yes, I'll wait."

Despite being full of such worries inside.

We spoke to each other as if this was a scene from an ordinary story.

"..."

"..."

And after just saying those words, I was about to leave.

Rationally, I thought that would be the best farewell for both of us.

The woman before me nodded as if she agreed.

However.

As we just looked at each other, I finally thought.

I didn't want to keep seeing that forced smile.

Her arm that was just mechanically waving seemed pitiful.

It seemed that a farewell didn't need to be so ordinary.

I finally couldn't suppress my uncomfortable feelings and thought I should say what I had been holding back.

So I said:

"If the bracelet naturally breaks..."

"..."

That was something I thought of when she received the bracelet and said she hoped her wish would come true.

"Then you can do what you want."

"..., Ah."

The woman who had been smiling broadly looked so beautiful that I thought I really hoped it would happen.

And at my words, the woman's expression, which had been calm, suddenly distorted.

Emotions she couldn't hold back began to pour out little by little.

Faint ash began to scatter.

With a strange expression mixed with all kinds of emotions, she approached me, and her face buried itself against my leg.

"If I haven't returned by then, you can do whatever you want. That's okay too."

"Are you... really sure that's okay...?"

"Yes, I promise."

Of course, it's a somewhat cowardly promise.

Because a bracelet would take at least a few years to reach a state where it might break.

Because there's absolutely no way that thing, firmly tied around both our wrists, would break in an instant.

And yet.

It seemed like I would need that much time to even reach the edge of the goal I had set.

Both when I was young and now, I end up making cowardly decisions at crucial moments.

And.

The woman rubbed her face against my leg, then lifted her head to look up at me.

"You promised, Ain."

"Yes."

Her speech had returned to formal again.

"If the bracelet breaks, I'll really do what I want to do."

"Okay."

The scattered ash disappeared without a trace, and only her smile remained.

"Don't regret it then. I've warned you in advance."

"I won't regret it."

Then she pulled me down from the driver's seat, hugged me tightly, and gave her final farewell.

"Have a good trip, Ain. I'll wait quietly and well-behaved."

"Okay. I'll be back, Asha."

So.

This is just an ordinary farewell.

A beautiful woman waves her hand, and an unremarkable man rides away in a carriage.

An ordinary scene.

Therefore.

The last remaining light goes out with a "tick" sound.

The stage called the Empire moves to the background.

Ain, and Asha.

The storylines that were always intertwined together are suddenly cut off.

They draw two parallel lines moving in the same direction.

And even amidst this, the rattling of the carriage causes two beads in my inner pocket to collide with a "clack" sound.

There are two colorful beads in my chest.

I can see the bracelet wrapped around my wrist.

I thought of these things and grinned.

********

And so the story begins.

The narrative of a character who couldn't even appear is finally stirring, trying to extend beyond the Empire into the wider world.

It is a cogwheel that had stopped, defying the will of the gods.

One of the small pieces that had been gradually twisting the flow of the story.

The moment he takes a step forward, it will not stop again.

The guardian of the Ashen Witch.

The first role he tried to leave behind will never let him go.

A traveler wandering the world.

So he must accept this new role and move forward.

From the moment you wished for it, the option to stop disappeared.

Therefore.

Go forth and continue forward.

Reach your conclusion.

Become the protagonist of the story that will be newly written.

That is the fate you must bear for having abandoned ordinariness.

Ch.46 - Episode 0-a. The One Who Advances. (1)
# Episode 0-a. One Who Moves Forward

Time has passed.

A full three years have flowed by, and during that time, many things have changed.

The Empire as a stage has faded into the background, and there is a traveler who has advanced along the long path of light.

There is a traveler who has taken steps forward despite knowing the world is not merciful.

Speaking plainly, he is certainly a weak one.

Because he possesses not a single talent to speak of.

The sword of a sword master would tear him to shreds with just the trace it leaves behind.

A grand mage's slight gesture would call down lightning that would reduce him to ashes.

The halberd wielded by the beastkin chieftain.

The breath of a dragon.

The arrows of elves, the teeth of ogres.

The hammers of dwarves, the stardust of fairies.

All these things will try and try again to destroy his journey.

And he will helplessly collapse before the rush of countless heroes.


But.

Even so, he moves forward.

Disregarding such things, he simply advances.

He struggles desperately and ridiculously to reach his goal.

Some may mock him, others may look at him with pity.

But these things are meaningless in stopping him.

To reach his goal, he will surely break through all obstacles and take another step forward.


And so the story flows on.

May your journey reach the light.

May you finally overcome the great wall and grasp the ending in your hands.

May the ink spread once more.

I await that moment.


The ashen observer and wanderer of the world.

Move forward.

Toward a new □□.


********


The snow is pure white.

White snowflakes fall plop by plop, and as they accumulate, the world gradually turns white.

That's how the snowy mountain landscape was.

The high mountains where snow falls year-round are dyed completely white, so no matter how much you turn your head, you can't find any different scenery.

Everything is spread with whiteness.

As if all the filth of the world has been washed away, leaving only whiteness.

When you stare blankly at such a scene, even a complicated mind becomes calm.

That's certainly how it felt when viewed from afar.

However.

If you were to say the same thing to someone who has actually entered that landscape, they would surely curse you out.

A completely white landscape means there are no landmarks, making it very easy to lose your way.

Even if you confidently set out claiming otherwise, after rolling once in the snow, you lose your sense of direction.

By then you might think you should leave some kind of trail as you go, but as mentioned, it snows every day in the mountains, so those marks would soon be covered and disappear.

And so foolish me, after trudging through the snowy mountains for quite some time, discovers something and speaks.

"Ah... I finally found it."

I mutter upon discovering something slightly different amidst the endlessly white scenery.

"What, what? You found it? Did you really find the sun herb?"

From behind me comes an excited voice asking if I've finally found our target.

However.

I can't even turn around as I mutter again quietly.

"...No, a cave."

Not the sun herb in the snowy mountains we were aiming for, but a cave where we could at least thaw our bodies that had been frozen for days.

"Ugh... I thought we could finally go back. Tori... I think Ain is trying to freeze us to death."

"If Ain wanted us dead, he wouldn't have saved us in the first place, you idiot Yaki. Ugh... if I die first, please make sure to collect my body."

The voices of the two kids who followed me despite my insistence on going alone ring sharply in my ears.

"...I told you not to follow me and to stay quietly at the inn."

I just pout my lips and move toward the cave.


It's warm.

The color of the crackling campfire is red, and in eyes that have seen nothing but white for days, the flames flicker gently.

As our bodies begin to thaw in this scene, chattering voices are heard again.

"Ain, that quack doctor was definitely trying to kill us."

"That's right. Even though you've kept us locked up feeding us only meat buns for over a year, sending us to find sun herbs in the snowy mountains definitely means you're plotting something."

"...Should I go back out? Why are you two so talkative?"

The twin siblings stick together and badmouth some quack doctor with identical faces.

They pout their lips in displeasure and move closer to the campfire to warm their shivering bodies.

Then they look at each other, nod, and smile broadly at me.

Having realized they might be sent back out for exploration if they open their small mouths again, they keep their lips tightly shut and just smile.


In the temporary silence that follows.

The crackling of the campfire echoes loudly, and beyond the cave, snow flurries violently.

This brings back memories.

When I stare blankly at the campfire like this, memories always crawl up from within and fill my head.

It's been three years since I started my journey.

I left the Empire for the Republic, registered as an adventurer there, and spent over a year.

Since a novice adventurer with no achievements couldn't immediately venture out into the world, I tried to build up achievements and raise my rank as much as possible while active in the Republic.

Some areas I wanted to go to were inaccessible to low-ranked adventurers.

And to be honest, my plans never went smoothly.

All my efforts since childhood only raised me to the level of an ordinary person with no talent.

Unlike the calm and peaceful scenery of the Empire, in the Republic, known as the holy land of adventurers, I was nothing but a nobody.

No matter how much I struggled or fought, I only felt the limits of what I could accomplish.

After more than a year of effort, my adventurer rank hadn't even reached intermediate.

With no one willing to accept me as a companion, I always wandered alone, taking on crude jobs.

I nearly collapsed many times and wanted to give up.

Ordinary people would probably have given up after hitting such limits.

However, I got back on my knees and moved forward again.

If I lacked strength, I would visit the Republic's sword hall and swing a sword.

If I lacked money, I would sell goods as a peddler.

Since no one would accept me as a companion, I set out to make companions myself.


Because the goal I wanted to achieve was too far away.

Because this journey was no longer driven by simple curiosity and exploration.

Because I hoped that a certain woman waiting for me in the Empire would become a little happier.

That's why I kept moving forward.

Even if I fell and my knees bled, I would stand up again and take steps toward the light I desired.


Looking back after three years had passed, I had somehow become an intermediate-ranked adventurer.

The people who ignored and mocked me gradually decreased, and while I couldn't say much else, my sword skills had become slightly above average.

I was continuously earning enough money to live without problems.

And I had gained a few companions.

Though I couldn't call them ordinary meetings and connections, I now had people I could call companions.

The twin siblings chattering before my eyes were among them.

As were the two or three eccentrics waiting in the city.

I was continuing to move forward, even if just a little at a time.


And.

When I recall these things one by one.

I unconsciously take out two beads from my pocket and roll them in my hand, making clicking sounds.

I stare blankly at the bracelet still firmly tied around my wrist, showing no signs of breaking even after three years.

I wonder if she's doing well.

Is she struggling a lot because I'm not there?

What if something has happened to her?

Mother, Father, and Uncle Rendo are taking good care of her, so she should be fine, right?

As always, my reminiscing inevitably leads to such thoughts.

Before I know it, I'm thinking of a certain woman remaining in the Empire and clicking the two beads together.

It's become a habit now, and I repeat this action for quite some time without stopping.

"...Tori, Ain is at it again. He'll probably be like that for about an hour today too."

"Yaki... be quiet. If we end up going out to explore because you're chattering, it'll be your fault."

Even though I clearly hear the murmurs of the two siblings.

The thoughts that keep coming continue until the last ember goes out with a plop.


And so.

Click. Click.

The sound of beads colliding continues to echo through the cave.

Ch.47 - Episode 0-b. The One Who Collapses. (1)
# Episode 0-b. The One Who Collapses

Time flows.

Three years.

It has flowed equally for both those who moved forward and those who were left behind.

However, no one can know whether the weight of that time is equally fair.

Whether the ashen time is truly the same as that of ordinary people, whether the weight of that waiting is really just three years.

So while no one else can reach that truth.

Only the ashen woman left on the stage of the fading Empire knows.

There is a woman who waits only for a certain traveler who set out on a journey for himself, but ultimately disappeared before her eyes.

Speaking of which, she is clearly the world's disaster.

Because her talents overflow and spill over too much.

The sword wielded by a sword master would shatter into pieces with just one incantation from the woman.

The storm unleashed by an archmage using all their strength would leave no trace.

The halberd wielded by the great beast chieftain would be shattered.

The flames breathed by dragons would freeze.

The arrows of elves and the teeth of ogres.

The hammers of dwarves and the fairy dust.

All of these would be swept away and meet their death with just her anger.

And the woman would break down and subjugate the rush of countless heroes.

But.

Despite this, the woman endures her instincts.

Regardless of such emotions, she just waits and endures.

She painfully and agonizingly perseveres with the hope that a certain traveler will move forward and find happiness.

Some might worry, and some might look at her with pity.

But those alone don't give much meaning to the woman.

For now, only a certain traveler moving forward to reach his goal can have meaning for her.

However, cruelly, the story flows on.

The woman finally collapses.

Even if the woman writhes in pain and cries sorrowfully.

As a result of the ink once spreading.

Such trials will approach her again and again.

The Ashen Witch, Bellia.

No.

The Ashen Woman, Asha.

Choose.

For a new □□.

********

The marketplace is always bustling.

"Asha, here you go. I put in a little extra, so don't give it all to that Rendo fellow. You should eat some too."

"Ah, thank you. I'll see you next time."

"Yes, come again!"

The scenery of the marketplace where I live is always warm and friendly.

People would greet me with smiles, and shopkeepers I've become acquainted with would always give me a little something extra.

So I took out a candy from the bag the shopkeeper gave me and put it in my mouth.

If you roll that sweet and sticky thing around in your mouth for a while, it sticks everywhere and leaves traces.

When I use my tongue to remove candy pieces stuck to my teeth, the sweetness that had faded somewhat comes rushing back, filling my mouth.

It has become a habit now, and I kept taking out candies one by one and putting them in my mouth as I walked through the streets.

However.

If someone were to ask whether it's the same sweetness of candy as before.

Or whether the same stickiness remains.

Ridiculously, if someone were to ask if the candy still feels warm.

I might laugh emptily and shake my head.

With just three years, it has already become something different.

The candy is sweet but has become somewhat bitter.

The candy is sticky but suddenly falls off.

The warmth once felt from the candy has gone far away, leaving only coldness now.

Because I no longer feel hazy.

Because I no longer feel that floating sensation.

Because even a single candy can't make time flow quickly anymore.

"Ain."

So I would utter words sweeter than that.

"Ain."

Of course, this word has also changed in the meantime.

Speaking of which, this has become more desperate and pitiful than before.

"...I miss you."

Because it has become a word that cries sorrowfully, filled with my emotions.

I kept muttering like that as I moved my steps, passed by people.

And continued all the way until I returned to the grocery store after walking through the marketplace.

And I.

"Ain."

After muttering that one last time, I raised the corners of my mouth slightly.

I forcibly curved the corners of my eyes and cleared my throat with a "hmm-hmm" sound.

Knock-knock-

After knocking like that and entering the grocery store.

"You worked hard, Asha. Come in and rest a bit."

"I'm back from the errand, sir."

I smiled at the old man whose face had gained a few more wrinkles.

This is.

My daily life that has continued for three years.

The grocery store is still busy.

"Asha, when you have time, bring more vegetable stock over here!"

"I'll bring it right away. Customer, please excuse me for a moment."

It's still busy and still hectic.

Certainly, it was so busy that my body was tired, which helped keep my mind from becoming complicated.

But even so.

Even now, after three years, the absence of one person is keenly felt, making me rush around unlike myself.

"Asha, I'm sorry, but could you help with this too?"

"...Yes, you can just keep doing what you were doing, sir."

Surely my surroundings were always filled with customers, so I shouldn't have had time to feel lonely.

But during the three years that passed, I looked at the empty space beside me every single day without fail.

"..."

So I.

Even in the midst of such busyness, I would often stare intently at the spot where he used to stand.

Then, startled by a customer's urging, I would turn my eyes away and continue with my daily life.

I clearly said I would be fine.

I clearly said I could wait.

I said I would live for him, that I would endure any pain for him.

Saying such things, I sent him away.

However, Ain.

While others fill his empty space with something else and move on, for me, that empty space is always so large.

One day, then another day.

As days pile up one after another, the empty space grows a little bigger.

Now my smile trembles a bit.

Ashes are clumped in the hand I hide behind my back.

"...Ain."

I've endured for three years for you,

But now I'm a little, actually too tired.

The scenery without you.

For me, it's a little, actually too overwhelming and frightening.

Pretending nothing is wrong, I greet the next customer again.

"...Next customer. I'll help you with your payment."

It's painful to enjoy the peace hidden by your efforts.

Yet, with my eyes tightly closed at the fact that the bracelet is still firmly tied, I continue speaking.

"Thank you. ...Please visit our Elaina Grocery Store again."

That's because the promise we shared is all I have left.

So.

Good girl.

I must remain a good girl even without him.

I don't want to return to being a beast who can't even keep that small promise.

If I were to break that promise too, all that would remain for me would be the empty space beside me.

When the work at the grocery store ends, I always headed outside.

The marketplace, which has become familiar over the past few years, hasn't changed, so even if I walk absentmindedly, I always end up going to the usual places.

The bakery I visited with Ain still has steam rising from it.

The candy store I went to with Ain still emits a sweet scent.

Click-

With the sound of footsteps, I move forward.

The clothing store I visited with Ain has put out slightly thicker clothes for the chilly weather.

The street vendor foods I ate with Ain still look delicious today.

Click-

My footsteps are always steady.

Even as I look around and nod to people who greet me.

Click-

I would move forward like that, looking again at the things I had done with Ain.

The shabby antique shop.

The noodle shop with a wooden sign.

The tailor shop where we mended a torn skirt hem.

Click-

With slightly slower steps, as I look at each one as I pass by.

I eventually reach the alley that smelled foul in my childhood, and absentmindedly step into it.

Speaking of which, I always chased memories.

"..."

Because I can no longer hear his clear footsteps that used to sound "thump-".

Because all that's left for me is the promise with him, the memories with him.

I gently touch the unbroken bracelet and then set out into the streets, walking endlessly.

I miss him.

Memories make one's heart feel fluffy while also making it sad and sorrowful.

Before I knew it, I kept revisiting the things I had done with him.

And.

Clack-

As I slowly walked into the alley, the sound of something hitting echoed inside the alley.

"Haha, I won!"

"Ah, let's do it again! I was just going easy on you this time!"

Then I hear the giggling voices of children.

So when I finally stepped into that scene.

"Oh? Wow, it's the pretty sister who works at the grocery store."

"..."

The children were squatting on the ground, handling small, colorful marbles, and then muttered like that when they saw me appear.

After staring blankly for a while, they blushed, fidgeted, and opened and closed their mouths.

They hurriedly picked up the marbles they were playing with, came up to me, and.

"Here! Sister, take this."

Unexpectedly, they handed it to me and ran away with pattering footsteps.

So the children disappeared, leaving only me and two marbles.

"..."

Marbles that are colorful and beautifully shining, which one might think are quite pretty.

I looked at them for a moment and smiled bitterly.

Now I know.

I know the value of the two marbles I handed over when I was young.

I've come to know that they were worthless things that children could play with and casually give away, things that couldn't actually be exchanged for money.

And.

I remember the smile he had when he accepted them from me, saying that thanks to me, his worries were eased.

"...Ain is a fool."

Thinking about it now, it was clearly a lie.

It was a funny lie he told to reassure me as I nervously handed them over.

However, recalling that doesn't make me feel shame or embarrassment.

The emotion I feel is something fluffy and heart-pounding.

Despite already knowing, only the warmth of the lie he told for my sake remained.

"...Ain."

So with just these two worthless marbles, he made my heart pound.

So.

Speaking of which, they might be worthless to everyone else, but to me, they were more valuable than anything.

Even if they were worth just a few pennies in monetary terms, Ain's smile when he received them far exceeded that.

At least for me, they had such value.

For me, they were worth enough that I would be willing to give my life just to see his smile again.

And I.

I want to see his smile again.

This is how I came to know the emotion called longing.

Ain.

I miss you.

It's only been three years, but.

For me, it's longer and more sorrowful than the past ten years.

I miss you so much.
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If the world had been peaceful.

If no one had desired more than what was rightfully theirs.

If humans had been created as such beings from the beginning.

Then could everyone have smiled happily in a landscape without any problems?

In this world that has now become my reality, though it was originally fiction, couldn't everyone have reached a happy ending?

Ironically, if this had been that kind of story, no one would have bothered to read it.

I often had such thoughts.

Those thoughts originally flowed from the ash-colored realm, but they continued with bitterness as I moved forward and faced the miserable landscapes before me.

If there is a stage symbolizing peace, there is also a stage symbolizing unrest.

If there are scenes that offer bright and cool weather, there are scenes that pour down gloomy and dry weather.

If there are those who smile happily, there must certainly be pitiful ones who cry sadly.

Such was the story and ending determined by God.

And somewhere in the snowy mountains, by a campfire in a cave.

The two children giggling in front of it were, so to speak, playing the roles of those pitiful ones who cry sadly.

The two children were war orphans.

Twin siblings who had been sprawled out in a small village I happened upon while heading to another city after ending my year-long stay in the capital of the republic.

Small children who had lost their parents to war and clung to each other while begging.

I had only stopped by that village intending to rest briefly, but contrary to my plan to rest and leave, these things kept catching my eye.

So.

In other words, the sight of small children abandoned on the streets without parents.

That scene reminded me of a certain woman.

It became something that prevented me from taking another step if I were to just ignore and pass by.

So despite barely being able to take care of myself, I impulsively took in the two children.

Hence their names.

Yaki and Tori.

"..."

If these had been names created for a novel setting, I wouldn't mind, but regrettably, I was the one who gave them those names.

Well.

To make an unseemly excuse, when I had parked my carriage on the street of that village and was roasting a chicken I'd caught in the grass over a campfire.

When they approached with their heads peeking out, drooling with their dirty appearance, I couldn't help but think of it.

"Tori, Ain is looking at us creepily."

"Yaki, that's not creepy, he's just tired."

"...Stop talking nonsense and just eat your food."

I had casually called them Yaki and Tori then, and the two children liked those names and started calling each other that.

Saying that remembering their original names would only make them sad, they smiled with all sorts of mixed emotions, a sight that still remains vivid in my mind.

So in conclusion, well...

Since I was the one who saved them and took them in, and since no one in this world knows what those names mean, I thought it would be fine.

If you don't know the meaning, the sound is quite cute.

"I told you to stop talking nonsense."

"You talk nonsense all the time too, brother."

"..."

So, you little chickens, stop talking and just eat your food.

Breath fogs in the air.

The white vapor that forms when I exhale spreads like mist before dissipating.

Though I waddle like a bear wrapped in fur for warmth, it's not enough to block out the cold of the snowy mountains, and I still get goosebumps.

With each step, my feet sink into the deep snow, and eventually, snow seeps into my clothes, making my limbs gradually numb.

"We're really going to die, freeze to death..."

"Ugh, make sure to take care of my corpse, Yaki..."

"...I clearly told you not to follow me at least thirty times before I left."

Though it looks like we're bickering, in reality, we need to keep talking to ensure they're safely following along.

"You should have stopped us more. Right, Tori?"

"Hmm... that sounds a bit shameless."

"..."

Even though their mutterings are somewhat vexing, I listen carefully as I take one step, then another.

And what I'm trying to find through all this hardship is the red sun pepper buried in the snow.

It was something a quack doctor or researcher said he needed, and it was an ingredient for the research I had asked him to do.

So.

"...It's definitely the quack doctor's assassination plan."

"Revenge for the dumplings..."

"It's neither of those."

I'm going to find the sun pepper and bring it back somehow.

And.

After wandering around the snowy mountains for a while.

*Growl*

"Ah, what kind of wolves are out here freezing to death in the snow mountains? Sigh... just stay behind me, you little ones."

The howls of a wolf pack suddenly surround us.

There's a rather unremarkable man who somehow managed to become a mid-rank adventurer, but with no particular talent, he struggles even with one or two wolves.

*Stab*

So when I stab the first wolf that lunges at me several times with my dagger, red blood splatters across the white snow, adding a certain color to it.

The howling of wolves echoes across the snowy mountains where only the gentle sound of falling snow could be heard before.

It's probably their way of calling their companions, telling them there's delicious food here, come quickly.

"No, you cowardly bastards! There are already too many of you, why are you calling more friends?!"

Terrified, I throw off the thick robe I was wearing and charge at the nearest wolf.

"Hey, I told you to stay behind me...!"

"Just cover yourself with that and bury yourself in the snow or something...!"

I grab the hilt of the longsword at my waist and draw it.

The blade, which makes a scraping sound as it's pulled from the scabbard, pierces the first wolf and then, with a powerful swing, cuts its body in half with a tearing sound.

Blood sprays.

For a moment, I hear a cry of pain rather than howling.

Though these were certainly terrible things, I've become somewhat accustomed to them over the past three years.

Now I just blink and turn my head slightly to find the next target to cut down.

So once again, there's the sound of my sword piercing flesh, and some wolves flinch and distance themselves from me.

I wish they would act more like proper beasts and follow their instincts.

The wolves, not being as stupid as other beasts, soon turn their attention from me to the thick fur robe covering the snow.

I suppose it's also instinct to choose food that can be safely secured, even if it's a bit less, rather than dangerous prey.

However.

*Crunch*

That's the sound the robe makes when a wolf opens its mouth wide and bites it.

Several wolves rush in to tear at the tightly wrapped robe, but eventually there's a cracking sound as teeth break.

Though quite heavy, it was something I had paid a high price for, so it wasn't crude enough to be pierced by the teeth of snow mountain wolves.

"Money really is national power."

You need a lot of money if you want to be able to throw away a robe and charge in without worry.

"Eek! Ain, stop saying weird things and save us quickly...!"

"I don't want to be eaten to death... I'd rather freeze to death like this..."

So I kick off again, stepping into the snow with a soft sound, and swing my sword.

A few breaths, a few howls.

While these continue, crimson petals bloom somewhere on the ridge of the once pure white snowy mountain.

And as time passes.

"Ah... I'm dying."

Only after I had stabbed and killed all the wolves and was covered in blood did I finally collapse onto the still-white snow.

"Uh, bro?"

"What, don't talk to me. I'm exhausted..."

"That, that red petal where you're lying..."

"It's blood, blood."

"No, no. Not blood, a red flower! That's the sun pepper!"

So beneath the snow where I had collapsed was a frozen red-petaled sun pepper.

"...What?"

Damn, what is this?

After not seeing a trace of it until now, I find it just by collapsing from exhaustion?

This isn't some quest reward for killing wolves, what the hell is going on?

Anyway.

The twins and I found the sun pepper and returned to our lodging.

"I'm glad we didn't freeze to death, Tori."

"Yaki, be quiet. I can't feel my hands and feet."

The two children kept muttering earnestly even after we came down from the snowy mountains, arrived in the city, and reached our lodging.

"Both of you go to the bathroom first and warm up in hot water."

"Yes~"

I patted their heads and then knocked on a door before entering.

"Avery."

"Ah... Ain. I thought you had died since you didn't come back for days..."

"..."

Hmm.

This bastard, surely he didn't send me to the snowy mountains hoping I'd die, like the kids said?

I looked at him with my hand on my scabbard, finding his words absurd, and he approached me nervously, extending his hand.

"So... did you get the sun pepper?"

"Here, I only found three roots. Is that okay?"

"Ah, that's fine. Even with just one root, I can experiment several times..."

And the man's eyes were fixed solely on the sun pepper as he spoke.

In other words.

While all the companions around me had their shortcomings and strange aspects, this person seemed particularly so.

"Just in case, don't use it carelessly. I'm warning you."

"...Don't worry. To me, the ash color is like a plague, so I'm just trying to find a cure."

His appearance, repeatedly smoothing his eccentric white coat while staring at the sun pepper, certainly suggested as much.
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If the world had been peaceful.

If no one had harbored feelings of hatred.

If humans had been created as such beings from the beginning.

Then could I have stood beside Ain in a landscape without any problems?

Though I was born with ash-gray and rejected by people, could I someday reach a happy ending by his side?

It's laughable that someone like me would even imagine such things.

But I often had such thoughts.

It was affection originally received from Ain, but as it grew and continued to grow, it eventually became a bitterness of being left alone, blocked by an enormous wall.

Beyond the Empire where I could pretend to be normal, there were many who might recognize my true identity.

Just as Uncle Rendo, Aunt Rein, and Idrin protected me, there were always those who wanted to kill the ash-colored one.

Behind people's happy smiles, there was always a thick layer of hatred for the ash color.

That was a vast world and sad landscape that even Ain, who had transformed my small world, couldn't change.

So if someone were to ask if I had spent the last three years foolishly waiting for Ain while indulging in such delusions.

I would answer that I had not.

I contemplated.

After the day Ain left, after the bracelet broke, I contemplated countless times, imagining what would happen next.

He clearly told me I could act as I wished, but.

What I always wanted was to be helpful to him.

Even if I stood by his side, I hoped it wouldn't become unnecessary to him.

I always thought about and pondered how I could proudly stand by his side.

And I made efforts.

To fulfill what he needed, to become someone who wouldn't harm him.

I pondered and discovered what that might be, explored and immersed myself in it.

I strived to become someone who could be helpful to Ain.

To put it simply, while Ain was certainly a strong person, that didn't mean he was physically strong.

So I began researching magic, which I had always been busy hiding.

Idrin, the librarian.

"Asha, too much ash powder is flying around. At this rate, wherever you go, you're just advertising 'I'm ash-colored, please kill me.'"

She observed and pointed out each process, explored and immersed herself, pursued and made remarkable progress.

"Asha, though I may not be a magician, I can roughly tell what your magic is like. It's raw in its purest form, emitting instinctive and primary light clusters. It gives the impression that you're wielding it solely with talent."

She pointed out my problems, pinpointed and exposed them, then harshly criticized and strictly evaluated, lowering her assessment.

"If you can't even fix that, I don't know how you plan to go beyond this marketplace. Asha, do you want to find Ain and commit double suicide?"

However, those things didn't hurt me.

As I was quite lacking and foolish, carrying ash color and closer to a beast than a human.

I thought I desperately needed someone's help.

"This is a basic magic book draft and a guide to understanding mana flow that I stole from the Imperial Library before. And this is a copy of the method for using divine power that was kept in the temple library."

"...Is that really okay?"

"It's not a crime as long as you don't get caught. Besides, those places have hundreds of thousands of books, so no one notices if one or two go missing."

"..."

"Hmm, but just in case I get caught, I'd appreciate if you could keep copies of the materials I've been researching."

Although I couldn't properly answer whether that help was legitimate.

In other words, that's how the three years continued.

Our meetings at the library, which used to be once a month, drastically reduced to weekly after parting with Ain.

Whenever I felt something was lacking, whenever I had questions, I would visit and ask questions even before the week was up.

That's how I tried to become a better person.

I tried to catch up to his footprints that had already gone far ahead.

That was the wish contained in my bracelet.

That was the humble belief I held.

So today too, I headed to the library.

"Take this today. It's a book on ash-colored magic that I've been writing while researching. I've carefully selected and written down only the magic related to ash color that has been passed down since ancient times. Please read it if you need to."

"Thank you, Idrin."

The librarian with dark circles under her eyes always handed me something I needed.

"If you're thankful, then take it off now."

"...I'm not thankful, Idrin."

And she always told me to repay the favor with my body.

"Yes. Asha, there's no need to be thankful, so please take off your top and sit here. I think you should be used to it by now, but why do you act like this every time?"

"..."

To be precise, it was a regular physical examination.

Lately, I had been feeling unnecessarily embarrassed about undressing and showing my body to others.

"Asha, come here quickly. We have a lot to do today."

"...Alright, stop nagging."

However, since there was nothing wrong with what Idrin said.

I quietly took off my top and sat facing her in my underwear, having to watch as her gaze examined and indulged in various places.

"Hmm."

"..."

"...Tsk."

That, that look.

The perverted gaze and the sound of swallowing.

Even though she was checking my physical condition and scribbling notes one by one.

"Yes, they've definitely grown bigger."

"That's very rude right now."

The way she nodded with satisfaction and the slightly curved look in her eyes seemed very disrespectful.

So after the physical examination ended, I put my clothes back on and faced her.

"...Shameless."

"As I say every time, it's just a simple physical examination."

That's clearly a lie.

After all, I now know how to read, and what was written on the paper she scribbled on included some rather embarrassing things.

"I'm sorry, but I can read now. So please erase those strange items like my breast size and the softness of my belly fat."

"It's just a record. It's better to keep track of growth rates for various reasons."

Now that I have common sense, I know that such items are not necessarily objective categories.

Whether she writes them down out of personal desire or in anticipation of some future situation, I don't know.

"Then I'll write explicitly about you too, so give me paper and a pen and undress."

"Hmm, I'd be happy to do that anytime."

"..."

"Is this what you wanted, Asha?"

I realized once again that trying to get revenge through role reversal doesn't work with someone like the mentally disturbed person named Idrin.

I just felt shame rushing over me for not having any thoughts when I stripped naked in front of Ain in the past.

And.

To be honest, my conversation with her didn't end with such playfulness.

"Asha."

"...Yes."

Even without the purpose of magical exploration, there was a reason I had to meet Idrin.

"You have too many scars. You've started self-harming to the point where magical healing is reaching its limit."

"..."

Now I've truly reached my limit, with crying out alone at night and pouring out emotions becoming my daily routine.

"Asha, this is definitely the limit. I may not have magical talent, but I can tell that both your body and magic have reached their threshold."

"...I can still endure."

"You might be able to endure. There's a very high possibility that you'll endure and then suddenly drop dead, but you can probably endure with that stubbornness of yours."

"..."

Somehow, even the emotion control magic I had cast on myself was cracking, and water was starting to leak.

"Is the medicine no longer effective?"

"...It still works."

"I cannot make you anything stronger than that. Anything beyond would be poison."

Because the various methods we had pondered together were also being pushed to the edge of the cliff and staggering.

I had to visit the library every week to somehow overcome this situation.

The concentration of emotions that the ash color was pulling had become too thick and sticky to endure and solve alone, so I desperately needed help from several people.

"It seems Ain is also making ash suppressants on his end, so hang in there a little longer. I'll try to find a way to solve this somehow."

"Yes, I can endure. Don't worry, Idrin."

And at some point, Idrin's hand had left the pen and paper and was gently stroking my head.

She was a strange person who always looked at me with fanatical eyes, but at certain moments, she would show concern.

So I force myself to lift the corners of my mouth.

I smile and nod.

Cliff, precipice.

The dull ash-colored flower barely clinging to the edge of that cliff.

After three years of weathering and erosion, it now seems like it will drop down at any moment.

Feeling like I'm about to collapse.

Even as I stagger like that, I'm just desperately waiting for a warm breeze to blow.
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Humans tend to gather with those similar to themselves.

Even looking beyond humans, all living beings tend to behave this way.

From a broader perspective.
They form clans under the same ancestors, tribes under strong chieftains.
They establish nations and unite under rulers.
Sometimes entire continents become one community, using race as their boundary.

From a smaller perspective.
Some marry, build families, have children, and continue their lives.
Some follow connections from school into the same professions.
And then there are parties formed by adventurers like myself.

In other words, these groups, whether large or small, consist of remarkably similar individuals.

The society of elites has an enormous wall that only elites can enter.
The society of ordinary people has a door that can only be crossed by speaking of ordinary things.

So.
According to this theory, in a society of incompetent adventurers, those who are incompetent or lacking in some way band together to form their own community—that was the conclusion I reached.

And I was incompetent.

So around me remained companions who were deficient, incompetent, or strange in some way.
A mid-rank adventurer who couldn't escape his nature as an extra despite assigning himself a role.
Twin siblings who became war orphans through no choice of their own.
A quack plague doctor who taught himself medical arts scorned by the church, unable to even attempt holy magic.

Even setting aside the other two people I haven't introduced yet, there was already more than enough strangeness gathered here.

And so.
"Um... Ain, I failed. Would you... perhaps consider going to find more sun peppers again?"

"Hey, you bastard."

I immediately cursed at him.

"Well... we still have two roots left, so not right away. But it might be good to prepare yourself mentally..."

"Why don't you just say outright that you want me dead?"

If I didn't curse at this crazy quack doctor who was telling me to prepare to climb that snow mountain again, I wouldn't be a mediocre mid-rank adventurer but at least some kind of sage who had mastered something.

So seeing him talk like this after wasting one root, I really did wonder if he actually wanted me dead.

"How could that be? Why would I kill my precious source of materials? If you just sit there eating dumplings... you bring me research materials like this."

"..."

That thought was immediately retracted after hearing his next words.

"Haha... I'll succeed with the next root. So please don't pressure me and leave the room—that might increase the success rate by about 10%..."

"If you don't succeed, be prepared."

"E-eliminating plague is my mission. There's no such thing as failure in my life."

Because of this, I glared at his hunched back for quite some time before finally closing the door and stepping outside.

And.
After a little more time passed.
When I returned to his room, I heard embarrassed laughter.

"Haha... Ain, perhaps you should start preparing to depart... Ugh, maybe it's because the equipment is insufficient, but 10% wasn't enough."

"...Do you want to die?"

Have you ever seen such a bastard?
At this point, it seems like his life isn't free of failure—it's nothing but failure.
I don't know if it's because he's a quack doctor, but his sense of mission and life seem awfully lightweight.

And so.
I left Avery in the room, smiling awkwardly and asking me to wish him success, and went outside the inn.

Even if I stayed there cursing and pressuring him, he wasn't the type to produce proper results. Besides, I had somewhere to go, partly to prepare for climbing the snow mountain again.

I'm currently in Krepen, a snowy country in the north, somewhat distant from the Republic.
It's a place I've been staying for about half a year, and where I finally managed to recruit someone who had been living here as a companion.

Near our lodging is a blacksmith shop where someone who hasn't yet joined us stays alone.
The blacksmith Horn.
In other words, he was the first dwarf I ever met.

Basically, each race tends to be closed off from others.
Humans stick with humans, elves with elves, beastkin with beastkin.
Ogres, fairies, spirits, dwarves, dragons, and even the demon race.

They all only mingle with their own kind, making it quite difficult to see them unless you directly set foot in their territory.

Of course, that doesn't mean they're hostile to each other, though there are certainly territories with strict entry requirements that only high-rank adventurers can access.

That's why I worked so hard to raise my adventurer rank—to enter one of those places.

Anyway.
Dwarves definitely stayed in their own territory.
Though they traded with humans, they never came to live in human nations.

Since they're a race that cherishes each other and never harbors hatred unless they're ash-colored, they stick together in various tribes.

I thought I wouldn't even catch a glimpse of them until I set foot directly in their territory, but...

"Old man Horn."

"What."

"Can you repair this robe?"

"Kid, am I a blacksmith or a tailor?"

There was one eccentric dwarf who had broken away and lived alone in human territory.

"The person who made an item should be responsible for repairing it too. Look, there are several wolf teeth stuck in it."

"I wondered what you were doing when you said you were climbing the snow mountain... turns out you wanted to get eaten by wolves."

I don't know why he crossed over to live in a human nation.
He wasn't a character from the novel, and he never shared his own story either.

"But I think I'll have to climb again today, so please repair it thoroughly."

"...You're insane. Hand it over, I'll fix it."

I thought he might tell me when we became closer and understood each other better, but the distance between us was still several steps too far.

He was an elderly dwarf with a beard so long it touched the ground.

Clang- Claaang-

The sound of the hammer hitting the anvil rings out refreshingly.
With each ring, sparks flash brilliantly, jumping up and disappearing instantly like tiny flames.

I often wondered why an anvil and hammer were necessary for repairing a robe, but considering the performance, it was clearly a necessary process.

Claaang- Clang-

The sound fills the smithy in a steady rhythm.
The fire roars fiercely from the forge, making even me, standing at a distance, drip with sweat.

Old man Horn has stripped off his upper garments and hammers away, sweating profusely.

Fire, anvil, hammer.
The harmony they create produces a rather captivating scene, and as I blankly stare at the flickering landscape...

I find myself taking out a bead and tapping it with a click-click sound to match the rhythm.

The forge spits out ash with a crackle.
It's a bit blacker and less impressive than what surrounded that woman, but it vividly evokes the scenery in my memory.

The definitely gloomy ashen color.
It has now become a beautiful color to me.

When I watch something becoming dimly and dully colored, my heart pounds for no reason, and my vision becomes slightly hazy.

Perhaps I regret leaving on this journey.
Perhaps deep down, I wanted to stay in the Empire.

Too many things have accumulated over time, piling up to become something fundamental to who I am.

When I recall these things, I find myself biting my lip and pressing down on my constantly pounding heart.

Stories of my parents who loved me, stories of Uncle Rendo who helped me.
Stories of Yansen who always welcomed me, and Rini and Idrin who, despite being somewhat strange, always looked after me.

And.
A woman named Asha who had always been with me since childhood.

The fragments of these memories don't disappear with time but gradually rise from my toes, bit by bit.

Even after all the questions from my childhood were answered, new questions bloom within me.
Whether they are simply memories.
Or something else entirely.

I'm too stupid to be certain about it.

As I continue to hazily cross the boundary between dreams and reality...

"Kid, the repair is done. Stop standing there in a daze and take it."

"...Yes. Thank you."

"If you're done with your business, get going."

Feeling the weight of the robe placed in my hands.

I snap out of my shattered dream and become aware of reality once more.

And so.
After putting on the robe again.

I carefully place the bead I had been clutching tightly into my chest.

After glancing briefly at the bracelet that remains firmly tied.
I click my tongue and finally take a step forward.
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In this world, there has always been a force that makes similar kinds of people gather together.

Having lived only in the Empire, I've never seen races other than humans, but I knew this fact from the many books Idrin had given me.

From larger forms like races and territories, to smaller forms like countries, cities, villages, and families.

They always created communities, lived together, and moved forward together.

Between them, there was happiness that came from being connected, and sadness that came from being connected as well.

I could clearly understand that being together gave them great strength.

However.

For me, there was no "similar kind."

Having been abandoned long ago, I had no family left, and I wasn't given any community I could join.

This world had sharply divided itself into a tiny bit of ash-color and countless people who despised that ash-color.

Once, that made me a little—actually, truly sad.

I really don't know what I did wrong.

I don't understand what sin I committed to be born carrying ash-color.

Why couldn't I be an ordinary person? Why did I have to live suppressing instincts no different from those of beasts?

Why?

I couldn't stand by his side because I was born this way—that felt so unfair and heartbreaking.

However.

Within the fence that Ain created for me, somehow several people had entered and lit a warm bonfire.

To put it simply, they were clearly people not at all similar to me.

They were ordinary, kind people who didn't match my ugliness of ash-color, quite detached from it in fact.

People who couldn't be classified with me.

The owner of the grocery store.

The librarian.

Parents of an ordinary family.

They were certainly not to be bundled with ash-color, they were the dream of ordinariness that I had always longed for.

Such connections crossed the classification lines drawn by the world and filled my side.

So.

Although books clearly stated that only similar things gather together, that is certainly wrong.

Because even for me, who was detached due to having nothing similar, somehow a community had formed.

Therefore.

If you ask me how I managed to endure these three years.

I would say it was possible because of the connections Ain created for me.

Because of the affection they poured out.

Before I knew it, the sun is setting.

The blue, distant sky gradually turns red as it approaches me.

Then it suddenly changes to a purple landscape, rippling beautifully.

In the evening time that I welcome this way.

"Asha! Move this to the table!"

"Yes, please wait a moment."

I now naturally have dinner with Ain's parents as part of my routine.

"Carry it carefully. Ain always spilled things and got hurt when moving them."

"Don't worry. I'm not clumsy like Ain."

"Pfft, that's certainly true!"

Looking at her back as she cheerfully cooks, I also lift the corners of my mouth.

Home.

Home was warm.

The scenery he left behind was certainly filled with warmth.

When did it start, I wonder?

Thinking about it, it was probably not long after Ain left.

Living in the small room of the grocery store, evenings were always my time alone.

Uncle Rendo had his own family, so he would always apologize as he made me dinner before leaving.

After that, what remained for me was the empty scenery of the grocery store and steaming dinner.

And I was a bit—actually quite foolish—so I didn't eat that warm meal right away.

When I was alone, I would become dazed, and my emotions and thoughts would keep leading to negative places.

So I would struggle until dawn to be a good child, writhing like an insect.

Only after releasing all my emotions would I finally take a spoonful of the cold food.

So.

For me, evening was such a time.

Releasing emotions over and over.

Having to eat food that had gone completely cold.

It was a time of becoming alone.

However.

"Asha! Taste this for me!"

"Yes, mmm... It's delicious."

"Really? Then take this over too!"

Now it's different.

Somehow evening has become a time when I'm not alone.

It's no longer a time when I have to savor a dreary and empty landscape.

Even as the sun sets and it grows dark, I don't release my emotions.

I can carry warm plates and eat rice while steam is still rising from it.

And.

After the bell on the door rings once—

"Yahoo, I'm home! Rein, Asha! Let's eat quickly!"

When that familiar gruff voice is heard, Ain's mother and I approach the entrance and bow our heads.

"Zuben, good work!"

"Good work, sir."

"That's right! I worked hard. So let's eat together quickly!"

The person with a bear-like appearance who bounces around like that is Ain's father, Zuben.

And despite knowing my identity, he smiles and pats my head.

Today's dinner ends that way.

Three people eating warm, delicious food and having lively conversations.

Only after creating such scenes in abundance does it regrettably come to an end.

"No, Asha. I said I'll do the dishes!"

"I'll do them."

So I naturally wash the dishes after collecting the empty bowls.

It felt quite shameless to just eat and leave immediately.

Perhaps it was because these moments had become precious to me.

"I'm telling you, you can just come eat and go. Hmm, alright. Then you soap them up, and I'll rinse them!"

"No... well, thank you."

However, Ain's mother, Rein, doesn't leave me alone.

When I'm scrubbing the dishes, she comes beside me with a bright smile and rinses them with water.

And.

"Would you like some tea after the dishes are done?"

"Oh, um... yes. I'll gratefully have some."

Rein always sticks right next to me like that, constantly speaking.

"How about bread? You should eat bread too since your stomach for rice and bread are separate, right?"

"Ah... I'm pretty sure I only have one stomach, so I don't need to..."

"Eh, you won't eat?"

"...No. I'll eat it gratefully."

If I were her, I would surely just want the ominous ash-color to leave the house quickly.

"Then what shall we do after bread and tea? Want to play a board game? Shall we play chess?"

"Oh, well. I don't really know how to..."

"Then I can teach you. You should learn in advance if you want to beat Ain someday!"

Somehow today especially, Rein kept talking to me throughout the dishwashing, and kept extending our time together by smoothly suggesting things we could do.

And so.

After doing all sorts of things, evening finally turned into night.

"Asha, would you like to sleep here tonight?"

"Well, no, I..."

Rein said this to me as I was getting dressed to leave.

During the past three years, although we had dinner together, I had never once slept here.

Because this place was like a sanctuary to me, I had never dared think about sleeping here.

"It's gotten quite late, so stay the night! How about it? Today we'll have a pajama party! We can sleep together, just the two of us, leaving Zuben out!"

"..., ah, well. I, um. That is, I, uh, well..."

I broke down.

"I'll lend you my pajamas. You've... grown quite a bit in the meantime. They might be a bit tight, but if we just lock Zuben in his room and don't let him out, it won't be a problem!"

"No, Mother, well. I, the grocery store... ugh, wait, first, I..."

Without waiting for my answer, she took my hand and pulled me to the room.

Looking at Rein's back, I could only stutter in my broken state for quite some time.

Come to think of it, spending the night with someone was something I had never experienced before.

So I could only change into the pajamas she handed me, unable to hide my bewilderment.

And.

The pajamas Rein lent me wouldn't button up.

"Hmm, they're tighter than I thought. Asha, why is your chest so big? You used to be so small."

"Ah, um... well, I'm sorry."

It's probably because I ate too much.

"No, there's nothing to be sorry about. Um, would it be rude if I asked to touch them just once...?"

"..."

"Sorry."

"Yes."

I'm sorry, but that was a rude thing to say, just like Idrin, even if she is Ain's mother.

Night arrives.

A long, extended time when I always had to bleed and wail.

The dark veil covering the sky, when I had to savor the emptiness of being alone.

"Asha."

"Yes, what is it?"

However, today I am not alone.

On the wide bed was me, and also Ain's mother.

"Hmm, you have a bit of belly fat."

"..."

Rein kept putting her hand on my stomach and gently touching it.

"Yes, it looks good. It's better to have some meat on your bones rather than being too thin."

"...If you keep touching while saying that, your words lose credibility."

It was clearly affection, affection that was too much for me to even dare hope for.

"But wanting to touch something soft is human instinct."

"I've read several books about human instincts, but there was no mention of such an instinct."

The playful words seemed quite similar to Ain's, making me think.

"Hmm... it would be a bit awkward to write in a book that one wants to touch soft belly fat."

"..."

The corners of my mouth would lift slightly whenever such conversations took place.

But, for what it's worth, Idrin actually does write such content in her research books.

Anyway.

Light, playful.

Everyday and comfortable conversations continued in the room.

The night was still long, still covered with a dark veil, but I was listening to her stories with quite calm emotions.

"Ah, it's gotten so late. Asha, you have to go to work tomorrow, and I've kept you up too long."

"It's fine. I enjoyed it too."

And time had really passed by a lot.

"Then let's go to sleep now."

"Yes. Good night."

Regrettably, it was now time to close our eyes.

So we stopped our playful words and actions and gradually fell into silence.

And.

In the calm scenery, there is a small voice.

"It must be hard for you."

"..."

It's a voice rippling with many emotions.

"I'm sorry I can't do more than this for you."

"..."

Clearly caring for me again and again, emotions too generous for me to even dare hope for.

A hand reaching out to pull me in, who was isolated and unable to enter any community.

Such things were flowing gently on the soft bed.

I still don't understand why they do this much.

Why they keep approaching and pouring affection on a monster of ash-color.

I still don't understand at all.

However, I answer.

"Yes. It will be."

Like my wish, like their wish.

I hope and hope that someday it will come true.

Spending the night with someone.

It was more calm and warm than I thought.

I closed my eyes tightly and fell asleep.

Although there will certainly be nights when I need to release accumulated emotions.

At least today, I didn't have to.

Ch.52 - Episode 0-a. The One Who Advances. (4)
# Episode 0-a. One Who Moves Forward

To put it simply.

I no longer think of the people in this world as mere characters or puppets acting according to their assigned roles.

Certainly, the story flows as written—the Hero and the Saint move forward.

And around them, an inevitable development unfolds, turning the world into one sketched out in words.

But from my perspective, standing far from the eye of the storm and detached from it all, I've come to realize something.

They live their lives.

In the Empire, in the Republic, and here in Krepen, the snow country where I currently reside.

They live with dreams too grand to be dismissed as merely following the flow of a novel.

Someone says they want to earn a lot of money.

Another wishes to marry a beautiful wife, while someone else is determined to purchase a title.

Someone dreams of becoming a renowned adventurer, and another wants to help the unfortunate.

They take steps forward, speaking of many diverse aspirations.

People live their own lives, each with a unique appearance and personality.

Having seen those who have advanced far ahead of me, I've come to no longer think of them as characters playing assigned roles.

And the same goes for the companions I've met.

"We hope war never breaks out! People not hating each other is a good thing!"

Though it may border on impossible, it certainly gives us something to move forward toward.

"I'll save those who die without receiving holy healing. My goal is to eradicate diseases that threaten people."

Though their dreams may seem too vast and reckless for those who lack something, they were clearly steps taken with conviction.

"...What good is knowing that? If you're just going to waste my time with useless talk, stop bothering me and leave, kid."

For some, these may be feelings they're not ready to reveal, but at least their eyes shine brightly with dreams.

"Standing before the common people is the duty of nobility...! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, practice noblesse oblige!"

I couldn't ignore those who spoke like this.

Though some might judge them as lacking in one way or another, I hoped their dreams would become reality.

In this world I seek to change, in this journey to defy God's will.

I believed what they cherished truly held value.

So I too carry a dream as I move forward.

Though it may be too much for someone like me, perhaps just a glimmer of hope.

Yet for that, I continue to take steps forward.

Time passes this way in Krepen, the northern snow country.

Avery remains locked in his room continuing his experiments, while the twins fulfill their duties as children—eating plenty and playing plenty.

Old Horn still doesn't come to the lodging, instead staying in the smithy creating sparks with his anvil and hammer.

And I...

*Clang-*

"You're slow. Even your swings."

"Huff, ugh...! Would you please shut that mouth...!"

As always, I'm swinging my sword to become even a little stronger.

"Ain. Don't raise your voice like that. It makes you look weak."

"Huff, it's not just looking weak—I am weak, so shut up...!"

"Yes, still weak indeed. Remember this: no matter how strong your resolve may be, mere sentiment cannot defeat the strong."

Ah, this damn man, seriously.

As soon as he finishes speaking, my sword flies from my hand with a *clang* and rolls across the floor.

"..."

"Full of openings. Every part of you."

Though an expert's help is quite beneficial, I'm still overwhelmingly outmatched by the mere clash of our swords.

"Sir Joseph... can't you please shut your mouth?"

"Ain, if it bothers you, become stronger. After spending half a year here and receiving my teachings, you should show at least that much progress."

I'm always swayed by the casual, mocking words of this man.

Each word tramples my efforts to maintain composure, and even today, they continue to control me.

"Sigh... thank you for today anyway."

"Yes, today was our last sparring session. You've worked hard all this time, Ain."

He is a knight and the captain of the guard in this small town where I'm staying in Krepen, the northern snow country.

When I arrived in Krepen and heard about a training ground that could be used for free, I went there and that's how we met.

"Hmm, you swing your sword like shit. Self-taught?"

"..."

Come to think of it, that was our first meeting.

"It looks like the sword is swinging you, not the other way around. Wait, should I be talking to the sword instead of you? Hey, sword, what's your name?"

"..."

Like muscle enthusiasts who can't stand seeing beginners at the gym, he was a knight who couldn't tolerate seeing a novice who couldn't properly swing a sword.

"Hmm, even a passing mutt would laugh at this. If that's how it is, you'd be better off juggling clubs instead of wielding a sword. At least you could earn some money that way."

"Ah, come on! If you're going to talk like that, at least teach me something."

"I've been waiting for you to say that. Come, follow me."

"No, ugh... crazy..."

He was a semi-noble knight with a talent for speaking in the most irritating way possible.

Now that I think about it, I suddenly realize:

He really was an asshole with every single word, wasn't he?

Anyway.

I received training from the knight for nearly half a year.

"Still, you've grown a lot, Ain. It seems it's about time for you to leave, so go seek teachings from others elsewhere."

"Yes. Thank you very damn much, Sir Joseph."

Since today marked the end of his teachings, I bowed my head deeply in gratitude.

"You don't need to call me 'Sir.' We've spent months together after all."

"Yes, Sir Joseph."

"...Instead of swordsmanship, it seems you've only learned how to nitpick. You really are suited to be a jester."

"I'll be sure to do that later, Sir Joseph."

"..."

"What?"

If there's one thing I definitely learned, it was how to speak irritatingly.

To be honest, let me explain.

Although I happened to receive sword training and meet a new companion, Old Horn, during the past half year...

My original purpose for coming here was twofold.

First was to obtain ingredients needed for research on ash suppressants and treatments.

Rare materials that can only be found in the snow country, like the Red Sun Pepper buried in snow, which can't be purchased on the market.

Since there were quite a few such materials, I spent the past half year finding and providing them, hoping that Avery's research would progress properly.

The second purpose was to earn more money.

The final companion waiting for us in the Republic, the noble lady Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour...

In other words, money-loving Lady Lucia gave me funds to purchase northern timber at low prices.

'This is what I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, call a strategic move—buying everything at the lowest price! If I fail, I'll only look like a noble on the outside...! I am always practicing noblesse oblige as Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour... So, p-please make this successful...'

The image of her trembling hands as she handed over the money is still vivid in my mind.

And now that the northern timber I've been steadily accumulating has filled an entire warehouse...

I could physically feel that the time to leave Krepen was approaching.

So.

First, I returned to the lodging and informed the twins.

"Preparations are complete. We'll return to the Republic in a week. So wrap up whatever you're doing and pack your bags early so you're ready to go."

"Wow, are we finally leaving this cold country, Tori?"

"Ahh... we can finally return to the warm Republic, Yaki."

The two children who had been shivering and complaining about the cold seemed quite pleased with the news, jumping up and down excitedly in front of me.

"Since this is a remote area, make sure to clean thoroughly so no hair, nails, bloodstains, or anything like that remains in the lodging, just in case."

"Yes~"

At my words, they smiled brightly, grabbed brooms, and ran off with pattering footsteps.

Next, I went to find Avery and told him the same thing.

"Ah... so it's finally time to leave. Fortunately, thanks to the additional Sun Peppers you procured last time... my research has progressed quite well."

"That's good. Before we head to the Republic, don't forget to have the remaining Sun Peppers and other materials magically sealed at the adventurer's shop."

"Yes, I-I understand."

After watching him nod for a moment, I turned and headed to the smithy.

The heat of the smithy is always intense, and the flickering flames seem like they will never extinguish.

However.

"Old Horn."

"What."

"Please start preparing. In a week, you'll be heading to the Republic with us."

"Hmm... yes. It's about time for the flames of this smithy to be extinguished."

Nothing in this world is eternal, so even such intense heat faces a moment of extinction.

That's why I speak to him as he gazes at the smithy with a bitter, distant look in his eyes.

"Horn, I promise you again. Whatever your dream is, I will create a path for you to achieve it."

"I know. Though I'm not sure if it's possible with such an insufficient group of people gathered together."

"It is possible. Because I will make it so."

I make a promise to him.

Though I don't yet know what his dream is, I will help his flame burn more brilliantly and intensely.

Even if I'm not the protagonist of this world, I will move forward first and create a path for dreams to be fulfilled.

I declare this while gazing steadily into those deep, melancholic eyes weathered by time.

"...You're full of empty style. Fine, now get out. I'm busy with finishing up."

"Yes, I'll see you in front of the lodging in a week."

So.

I bow my head deeply in greeting and head back to the lodging.

I too had quite a few things that needed to be done in advance.

And so.

First, I returned to my room at the lodging and wrote a letter.

- Asha.

I've completed everything in Krepen.

For now, I'll be returning to the Republic, so if you want to send a letter, send it to the Republic address I gave you before.

I'll enclose a gift.

After scribbling these brief words to conclude the letter, I placed it in a box along with a souvenir I had bought from a shop in Krepen.

As I traveled, I had been sending her gifts of souvenirs from each region.

This time, it was a snow globe containing the scenery of Krepen with swirling snow—a snow mountain and village.

Inside the round glass bottle.

Pure white snowflakes swirl.

And I.

Gaze at it and smile.
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Let me tell you.

I often wondered if the people living in this world were merely puppets of the gods.

They all uniformly hate and despise the ash-colored, discriminate against and mistreat them, insult and look down upon them.

Perhaps it could be seen as fanatical, or perhaps as blind faith that has hardened.

As if they were following and acting only according to someone's orders, like zealots who believe only in that.

Or as if there were a god who throws the ash-colored as bait and observes the mob psychology.

As the person concerned, I've always harbored such thoughts.

Of course, I could think this way only because I, an ash-colored, was trying to blend in and live among ordinary people.

In truth.

Reading the newspapers, I often see stories of executed ash-colored people.

The cases were quite diverse.

A young ash-colored found in an alley in the Brahma Papal State had their head cut off and died.

Several ash-colored discovered in the underground sewers of the Haven Kingdom were executed by knights after destroying half the city upon being discovered.

Even in the Sarabati Republic, it was written that an ash-colored who had been living in hiding killed their lover and went on a rampage, overcome by emotion.

The newspapers always contained various stories, but there was never once anything good written about the ash-colored.

So I sometimes thought.

Perhaps people's hatred and contempt were justified.

Because this is clearly a product of a curse.

Because unbearable instincts keep boiling up.

Because just one mistake would inevitably lead to killing everyone.

Though feeling wronged, I may have simply resigned myself to this.

Honestly.

I am afraid.

What if I someday transform into a beast like the ash-colored in the newspapers and bite off Ain's neck?

What if I someday become like the ash-colored in the newspapers, harming people and then being executed in the square?

I...

"..."

I...

Can I never become normal?

Can I, who carries the ash-colored, truly live among people?

Now even I doubt and hate myself, despise and discriminate against myself. Insult and look down upon myself.

I thought I might collapse like this.

I thought the time was approaching when I should take my own life.

Rather than eventually collapsing and revealing my emotions, harming those who care for me and then regretting and despairing.

I ended up thinking that it would be right to quietly disappear and face death alone.

And.

They tell me.

"Asha, you're definitely a good child. If any rotten person dares to say you're bad, this mister will teach them a lesson!"

That was what the mister who had jumped over the fence I had tightly wrapped around myself said.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry for hurting you. Asha, I want you to be happy. This is sincere."

That was what Rein said, regretting the long-past and moving forward, finally embracing me.

"Asha, be confident. You haven't done anything wrong, so what are you so afraid of? I'm helping you, aren't I? You can definitely become normal too."

That was what Idrin said, always looking at me with unwavering, somewhat manic eyes.

"You're still young, so you don't know that in front of money, race, age, gender, and whether you're ash-colored or not have no meaning."

So I cannot ignore those who say such things to me.

Even in the landscape where Ain has left, I endure and keep enduring.

Even if I kneel and place both hands on the ground, I must rise again.

Even if I inflict wounds on myself and eventually cough up blood until I'm completely covered in it, I must become a good child.

That way, I hoped to be of even a little help to Ain's happiness.

That.

Is the wish I hold.

Ridiculously, it's a small wish I've put into a bracelet, despite being a detestable ash-colored.

However.

Though small in form, it was too big for me, and even taking one step toward it was too overwhelming.

As I endured and endured, moving forward, I found myself collapsing again.

Time in the Empire flows like that.

The grocery store was always busy, and I would move around busily with the mister, while the library was always quiet, leading to long conversations with Idrin.

Rein and Zuben's affection was unchangingly directed toward me, and so after eating dinner and enjoying board games, I would inevitably be kept until late and spend the night with them.

If you ask me if those things gave meaning to me.

I would definitely say that they had great significance.

My life is connected to Ain, the greatest meaning, but the branches extending from it definitely touched many other people as well.

I cannot deny that Ain is my greatest happiness, but the time spent with Mister Rendo, Idrin, Rein, and Zuben also brought me small joys.

So I thought I needed to try a little harder to protect that scenery.

"I'll be back, mister."

"Alright, since Ain used to go there often, the owner can't be a bad person."

"Yes, don't worry."

With that in mind, I tidied my clothes, bowed my head, and then opened the door of the grocery store and went out.

In my hand is a thick money pouch.

My wages that Ain told me to save because I might need them someday.

I finally felt the need to use this money, and nodding my head, I thought that Ain was always right.

Idrin had told me there was an adventurer's shop that sold all sorts of amazing things, so I planned to visit it today.

So I arrived at the corner of the market street, in front of a somewhat dusty shop.

Knock knock- After knocking on the door and swallowing hard, I went inside.

"Excuse me."

"Welcome... What? An ash-colored?"

"..., ah."

And immediately my identity was exposed.

The owner frowned as soon as I entered the shop, immediately recognizing my identity.

Since I had never had my identity discovered by anyone before.

Only when that moment arrived did I fully realize what Ain had been worried about.

So I was thinking that I might need to turn around and flee out of the shop, not knowing what to do.

"I hadn't heard there was a crazy ash-colored wandering around the Empire relying only on a single recognition magic... Wait a moment."

"I'm, I'm sorry..."

However.

To put it simply, that wasn't a look of hatred.

"That necklace. That sapphire necklace sold at my shop. It looks exactly like the one that damn Ain bought at half price seven years ago."

He frowned to get a better look at the blue necklace around my neck.

There was no action like pulling out a blade saying he would kill me, he just kept staring at me intently from where he sat.

"Yes... it is the necklace Ain gave me."

"..."

"..., I'm sorry."

"Hah... this is crazy. What the hell is Ain... Hah. I didn't know there was a psychopath hiding an ash-colored in the Empire, and it turns out to be him."

He sighs deeply, glances at me, and mutters like that.

"..."

"...That Ain, does he not care if it's an ash-colored or whatever as long as the face is pretty?"

After looking over my face and necklace several times as if in disbelief.

Eventually, he clears his throat and addresses me again.

"Welcome."

"..."

And that was a normal greeting.

"If you need anything, just ask, and since you're an ash-colored, I recommend choosing quickly when there are no other customers. After all, the mana you possess appears quite alien to those who can sense mana."

"Ah, um..."

It was said as if addressing an ordinary customer.

I don't know what change of heart he had, but he rested his chin on his hand and waved his hand with a somewhat indifferent expression.

As if my being an ash-colored didn't matter at all, he just urged me on without seeming to care.

"Hmm, yes. If you happen to come again, it would be better to wear the robe that guy bought you too. You seem to be too careless for an ash-colored, so it's good to be aware of what you are."

"Um... as you said, I'm an ash-colored, is that okay...?"

So I asked hesitantly.

"Don't you have money? Then it's not okay at all."

"Ah, I brought plenty of money."

"Then whether you're ash-colored or whatever, you're still a customer. Tell me what you came to buy, customer. You're still young, so you don't know that in front of money, race, age, gender, and whether you're ash-colored or not have no meaning."

The answer I received was a little, actually very strange.

"..., Um, perhaps something that can help hide ash-colored mana..."

"Hmm, items that hide ash-colored are illegal, so I can't sell them."

"Ah, that.... Then perhaps something that can help suppress emotions..."

"I do have that, but there are no precedents, so I don't know if it will help an ash-colored. Still want to buy it, customer?"

"Ah, yes. Please."

"Well, wait a moment then. I'll bring it right away."

So.

It was really strange how he treated me as an ordinary customer, going to fetch the item as if nothing was unusual.

And.

Crack-

"Ah..."

"No, customer. Please don't damage the merchandise."

"I'm, I'm sorry..."

The emotion suppression stone he brought cracked with a sound as soon as it touched my hand.

Unfairly, I had merely touched it with my finger, but the magic circle imbued in the item crumbled and turned to powder.

"I, I'll compensate for it..."

"Hmm, let's put the compensation aside for now, I'll bring a stronger one, so please wait a moment."

And so began a relay of item destruction.

Crack-

"Ah."

"..., This customer is more troublesome than Ain. Next one."

As if he had developed some determination, he continued to bring new items despite the suppression stones instantly breaking.

Crack-

"..."

"..., Next one."

It breaks.

Crack-

"..., I'm sorry."

"..."

And breaks again.

Crack-

"How much is it all together...?"

"Heh, it was an interesting sight watching money evaporate before my eyes."

"..., I'll compensate for it."

Only after the emotion suppression stones broke repeatedly, more than 10 times, could I finally meet his empty gaze.

So.

I was wondering if I might need to bring the money pouch I had hidden well in my room to compensate, in addition to the one I had brought.

But the owner brought up something a bit different from compensation.

"Hey, customer. Are you really okay?"

"Pardon...? What do you mean..."

He asks me if I'm okay.

"The mask you're wearing is clearly about to break, and if it does, your emotions will pour out, and either you'll die or the city will disappear, one of the two is certain."

"..."

"Looking at your current state, I get the feeling you're thinking of just dying. So I'm asking, are you really okay?"

"..."

He sees through my inner thoughts and asks me that.

"I've seen ash-colored a few times during my adventurer days, but with that much built up, it's bound to burst soon. No, rather, it's unbelievable it hasn't burst yet."

"..., I'm fine. I can endure it."

The indifferent look in his eyes is gone, and only eyes that ripple with pity contain me.

"If the cause is Ain, it might be better to chase after him. Whether you die this way or that way, it's the same, isn't it?"

"The promised time... still remains."

As I answer and glance at my bracelet, it's still firmly tied.

"..., I see. You're both stubborn as hell. If you meet again, you'll truly be a match made in heaven."

"..."

Though his words sound sarcastic, the sigh that follows whispers otherwise.

"The crude items sold in my shop can't possibly stop that. I'm sorry, but I can't help you."

There's emotion in those words.

It's sympathy, or compassion.

The same things Ain first felt for me.

Perhaps it was another trace that Ain had created and left behind.

The silence that follows.

What breaks it is a certain object thrown with a thud and a voice.

"Valuing crude items is what unscrupulous merchants do, so forget about compensation. Hmm, since I couldn't provide a proper item, take that as compensation for the damage and just go."

"Ah, what kind of item is this..."

The small crystal ball thrown to me was quite heavy.

"An item that will hide ash-colored mana a little."

"But you said earlier it was illegal..."

I remembered that just a moment ago, he had said items that hide ash-colored were illegal.

"I said selling them for money is illegal, but if you don't like it, you can leave it here."

"..."

"Ah, hurry up and leave before another customer comes. You're just like Ain. Customer, please leave now."

As he suddenly changed his words and waved his hand as if to say hurry up and leave with an embarrassed expression.

"Thank you. I'll come again."

"..., Always keep it on you. Don't just rely on the necklace, wear the robe too."

"Yes. I will do that."

I smiled gently and greeted him.

As I was leaving.

"A match made in heaven, truly. ... A boy who saved an ash-colored and an ash-colored who suppresses emotions, this isn't some novel."

I chuckled at his muttering that I faintly heard.

However, the corners of my mouth now begin to tremble noticeably.

That.

It's the trembling of emotions that can no longer be hidden.

Even the last bit of magic that was holding back my emotions is finally crumbling.

I.

I don't want to become a beast.

I want to be a normal person.

But the world whispers to me to become a beast.

Rather than defying the duty of the ash-colored.

It whispers that I should collapse and die.

So I am afraid.
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The blood of nobles is blue.

They move forward bearing burdens that cannot be handled with the warm colors of commoners, cooling their blood and advancing with a blue glow.

Or perhaps their veins appear blue through their pale white skin, untouched by hard labor, unlike commoners whose skin has been tanned by grueling work.

It's their bloodline, class, and noble pride that they alone pursue.

They speak of noblesse oblige, but in truth, they don't care for commoners at all.

They monopolize all benefits while considering commoners worthless creatures.

The small gap between nobles and commoners grows ever wider until eventually, even if you crane your neck until it breaks, you can't even see the tips of their boots.

And this was a fact I came to realize all too clearly while living in this world.

There are no nobles who care for commoners.

They're too busy looking after their own interests, so any noble who claims to care for commoners is nothing but a fraud.

In a world disconnected from modern thinking, such idealists couldn't exist.

It's just like...

How I, who saved the Ash-colored Witch saying I would change the world, am no different from a twisted cog that rebels against God.

So in my journey, in my conclusion, the option of heading toward nobility was excluded from the beginning.

Even if I reached out to them for help, all that would come back would be coldly scattered blue blood.

Power of blood and class that I could never obtain.

Though I didn't view it negatively, I didn't think there would be any noble willing to walk the same path as me.

However.

In the Sarabati Republic, I met a noble who shattered my rigid thinking.

A lavish dress more noble than anyone else's, blonde hair and blue eyes, a hairstyle with deep waves.

The fan she always carried around, and the arrogant expression and gestures that suited it so well.

"It is a noble's duty to stand before commoners...! I shall step forward!"

"You're talking nonsense. Please move aside, you're in the way."

The noble lady who was helplessly stranded on a mountain road due to a broken carriage wheel was quite strange, unlike her appearance.

Even by the time I was passing by, she still hadn't solved the problem, accompanied by an old knight and a fat coachman, struggling against the threats of bandits—a childish noble.

"Ah..., I should be the one doing the cool things..."

"If you want to die coolly, go ahead."

"Commoner, you're extremely rude!"

Even while I was helping her because it looked dangerous, she couldn't keep that impudent mouth shut.

"Kyaaak...! Oh my goodness! The bandits are coming!"

"Are you crazy, really."

Her way with words was extraordinary, breaking both my concentration and that of the bandits.

It took quite a while to kill and drive away the bandits because of that.

And then.

"Noble lady, I've replaced your carriage wheel, so please be on your way now. Always carry a spare wheel."

"Commoner! I am Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour! I shall not forget this favor, so please tell me your name!"

"...Just go, please."

"No, no...! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, cannot be a noble who doesn't know gratitude! Commoner, let me grant your wish!"

"Then give me 10 billion dera and go."

"Ah..., I don't have that much yet... Um, so wait 10 years..., no 20 years..., I mean 40 years!"

"..., I'll grow old and die by then."

"Nobles don't age!"

"As you said, I'm a commoner, so I'll grow old and die. Besides, the knight behind you is already old and panting."

"Then something else...! Another wish...! Something that I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, can fulfill...!"

The noble lady was quite persistent and strange, grabbing onto my pant leg and refusing to let go despite my pleas for her to leave.

So I looked at her indifferently and said:

"Noble lady, act according to your bloodline and class. As you said, I'm a commoner, and you're a blue-blooded noble. So you don't need to repay any favors to a commoner."

At my continued firm refusal, she eventually dropped her head.

"Then take care on your journey."

"..."

As I was about to return to my carriage after saying that, she took out a small dagger from her bosom and quickly cut her hand.

"What are you..."

And what I saw was blood flowing red.

"It's not blue blood. What do bloodline and class have to do with repaying a favor? Aren't nobles supposed to work for commoners? Noblesse oblige—nobles bear obligations. Wealth and power come with accompanying responsibilities and duties."

"..."

Even her strange manner of speaking returned to normal as she strode toward me and thrust out her hand.

"If one has enjoyed the benefits of nobility, isn't it natural to fulfill those duties? Many nobles may have corrupted that meaning and live shamelessly, but I am not like that. I am not a corrupt noble who doesn't know gratitude."

"..."

That appearance of looking up at me indignantly after blurting out a principle already corrupted by everyone was certainly different from the nobles I had seen until now.

Perhaps, even though she was a noble, she might be the kind of person I was looking for.

"So please tell me your name."

"..., Ain."

I found myself unconsciously uttering my name.

"Ain... Yes. A splendid name."

"But noble lady, there's something more important."

And from where the sound of rustling leaves lingered, I conveyed the words I had been holding back.

"Not 'noble lady' but the third daughter of House Seymour, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour."

"Yes, anyway. Shouldn't you start raising your fan again and return to your original manner of speaking?"

That was her concept that had been uncomfortable throughout and had now broken.

The noble demeanor she tried to maintain despite being so short that I could always see the top of her head.

I told her to return to those things again.

"Ah."

"..."

"What are you saying... I, I didn't say anything! So, commoner, hurry and tell me what you want!"

With a bright red face, she ran back to her carriage claiming she didn't know what I was talking about.

And as she stood at a distance and shouted, behind her were the coachman and knight shaking their heads.

So I thought that Lucia's strange behavior might already be quite famous within her family.

Anyway.

The carriage rattles continuously as it speeds down the unpaved road.

Behind the carriage I'm pulling is a long procession.

High-quality timber gathered from the northern snow country of Krepen is being transported to the republic on dozens of carriages.

This is the continuation of the story where, when asked what I wanted, I blurted out that she should become my companion.

The story of a noble lady who had less than expected and earnestly prayed for my success, staking her life on it.

Perhaps another clue to saving the Ash-colored woman, a noble option that might lead to that.

And into such a story came the gruff voice of a dwarf.

"This carriage is a complete mess. By the time we reach the republic, my buttocks will surely be broken."

"Old man, you're a dwarf, so you're sturdy, aren't you?"

Having been in the carriage for several hours, it's understandable that his buttocks would hurt, but true to his stubborn old man nature, he immediately revealed his feelings.

"That's dwarf discrimination. You frail human whose head would crack with one hammer blow."

"That's not discrimination, it's just a mean thing to say. Besides, even the kids are riding without complaint, so why are you, the oldest, acting like this? You must be several hundred years old."

"So what?"

Since that wasn't particularly age-appropriate speech and behavior, I glanced at him speaking childishly and ended up shaking my head.

"..., If you're so dissatisfied, you could have checked the carriage before we departed."

"Kid, I'm a blacksmith, not some carpenter."

"That's carpenter discrimination."

Besides, after telling me not to make dwarf discriminatory remarks, the things he himself blurts out are quite strange.

"Those who only chop firewood deserve discrimination, like those elves."

"..."

No, that's elf discrimination.

You freaking racist dwarf old man.

So with such thoughts filling my mind, I urged the horse a little more.

At this rate, I would have to listen to the grumbling voice of the dwarf old man for several more hours.

I drove the carriage hard, managing to arrive at the republic an hour earlier than scheduled.

And then.

"Commoner! Was my life-staking full purchase of that shop successful?! Can I remain a proper noble?!!"

"..."

"Commoner! Answer quickly...! C-could it be that I too am now a commoner like you...? Has the moment arrived when I must remove Vicente Todorica Seymour from my name...?"

"Noble lady, can't you shut that mouth?"

"Not 'noble lady,' but Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour!"

"..., Then why am I 'commoner'?"

"Because that's obviously the difference between nobles and commoners!"

The noble who once told me not to call her 'noble lady' but still called me 'commoner' greeted us.

I'm conflicted.

If I burned all the timber, she would surely become a commoner too.

Should I drag her down to commoner status as well?

I thought this while looking at the bouncing blonde hair.
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My blood was red.

However.

To be honest, my blood often had a murky tint to it.

Mixed with ash, it couldn't be purely red, instead flowing down as a dark red, turbid, and hazy color.

Even if I tore my flesh and exposed my insides to let that murky blood flow continuously, its color never changed.

If you ask how I know this, I would answer that I learned from the blood drops that flowed like tears every night.

There is definitely ash mixed in my blood.

Ash-colored mana would also emerge faintly from the flowing blood.

Therefore, I could never possess the ordinary bright red or vivid crimson color by any means.

Despite my white and pale skin, the arteries visible beneath weren't blue but rather showed a somewhat darker color.

This, too, made me keenly aware of the fact that I was ash-colored.

Perhaps that's why.

I desperately tried to hide from others the scenes where I had to bleed.

And like an established rule, I would only release my pent-up emotions and wail when night fell.

It was because I didn't want to show even a trace of ash to the people who cared for me.

Because I wanted at least them to see me as just an ordinary woman.







Time continues to flow.

On a bright day, birds chirp and sing.

The peaceful scenery of the Empire has barely changed despite the passage of time, still remaining serene.

If anything has changed, it's only the fact that Ain is gone.

So in this large city, that's the only thing that's different, making some feel as if nothing has changed at all.

Since only one person has disappeared, most people continue their daily lives without even having time to feel sad about parting with him.

However.

I thought everything had changed.

I feel empty.

Hollow.

I never knew that being left alone in a world without him could be this desolate and sorrowful.

The emotions that swelled and grew over three years have become as large as a house, perhaps even larger.

Even though I suppressed them with magic and endured with people's affection, they eventually began to seep out.

I had to hide my increasingly distorted expression despite the sun being high in the sky.

I had to clasp my constantly trembling hands together and calm them down.

I...

"..."

Because the most important person is missing from the scenery I look at, I no longer think the colors are beautiful.

Even though I had thought countless times during my childhood that the scenery was bright and beautiful.

The protagonist who used to take my hand and pull me through the scenery has already moved on to the next scene, leaving only drabness to fill my surroundings.

The alley that was my small world became the grocery store.

The grocery store that was my modest world then became the market street.

But Ain's world expanded faster and more urgently than I could run, so I could no longer find him in the scenery I used to envision.

Emotions somehow became sticky and clingy.

Now they gradually ate away at my world.


So.

The world loses its colors.

Red disappears, blue disappears.

Green and purple eventually vanish as well.

The paint that comes out on the brush I lift to depict the world is now only drab colors.

Like the ash-colored hair I must hide all my life, or my ash-colored eyes.

As time passes, even things that were once colorful become blurry and are replaced by dark, murky things.

I put down my brush.


It's a memory.

However, it's becoming an unbeautiful memory.

It was a smile.

However, it has become a smile full of sadness.

It was warmth.

However, that warmth is no longer by my side.


I was foolish.

I was foolish to think that even after he left, I could endure with just memories, smiles, and the warmth he left behind.

The gifts and letters he sent were piling up in the box in my small room, but they weren't enough.

Neither gifts nor letters.

In the end, they only made my sadness and longing grow stronger.

They ended up igniting damp flames throughout my emotions.


It's cruel.

The bracelet.

The bracelet is still tightly bound, suppressing my greed.

It whispers to me to stay still and not disturb him.

What I thought was my hope, that small object, has now become shackles I placed on myself.


Some might laugh at me for being stupid.

But could they still say that if they saw the emotions I'm pressing down, trying to prevent from spilling out?

Damp and bleak, sinking and gloomy, empty and shrinking.

Even I find my emotions disgusting and dark, gradually collapsing.

Only one emotion remains alone, holding back those sticky feelings.

An emotion I couldn't understand three years ago when Ain hadn't left yet, and still can't understand now that I'm finally alone.

That one emotion that makes my heart pound heavily when I think of Ain, makes my limbs twitch, and makes my insides feel all fuzzy.

That emotion that makes my face flush, my eyes tremble, and my chest ache.

Only that one emotion that burns away the sticky, clinging feelings and flickers as if about to disappear beyond.

It was keeping me human.








Night arrives before I know it.

In truth, nights during my childhood were always times of refuge for me.

There were no stones thrown by children, no hateful gazes from adults.

I thought of the vast, black blanket covering me, blocking even the light.

Even though my body would shiver from the cold, I liked staring blankly at the sky above.

Night would certainly approach gently and embrace me softly.


But.

Now I fear the night.

Now when night falls, I continue to bleed.

The dark night scenery.

The small room of the grocery store with its lights off.

It is, so to speak, cruelty within tranquility.

The red petals blooming around me are what I always want to hide.

Sadly, when I became alone at night, I would wail.

The emotions I tried to hide under the tent of happiness would eventually burst out when I was alone and felt the silence.

No matter how much I endured for a day, two days, or several days, even larger and more vast emotions would pour out.

I always cry out for Ain, cutting my forearms and thighs to bleed.

My body trembles, ash powder flies around, making the surroundings vibrate.

The emotions I suppressed all day surge madly only when night falls and I'm alone.

The emotions I bottled up for three years have become like sewage, sticky and foul-smelling.

"A... in."

The disgust of the smile I forced while trying to remain a good child keeps coming up as dry heaves.

"Ah, ugh... mmph..."

The small room's scenery is now filled with ash color.

The magic that helped me control my emotions has already cracked and broken everywhere, whispering that it has finally reached its limit.

My nails dig into my forearms, my teeth gnaw at my lips.

The skin on my forearms has been torn away, revealing the flesh beneath, but I cannot stop.

What stabs my thighs is no longer just nails but has become a blade, and despite blood gushing out like a fountain, I had to endure the pain.

I tore at it.

I don't know what it was.

I'm just trying my hardest to prevent my emotions from flowing out.

I crushed it.

I don't have time to know what that was either.

I was just relieved that crushing it lightened my emotions a little.

Ash powder flies roughly.

It eventually lodges into various parts of my skin and scratches all over.

It's no longer limited to my forearms and thighs.

As Idrin said in the past.

Having reached my limit, I had to torment and bite my entire body to make the emotion raise its head even momentarily.

Like that.

The process repeats, and repeats again.

There are chunks of flesh falling with a splat, there is blood tapping against the window.

The flowing blood is perhaps like tears, and the sight of it repeatedly trickling down is sorrowful and more sorrowful.

I closed my eyes tightly to avoid seeing them, hoping for this time to pass.

The night is long and longer, becoming even longer after realizing I've become alone.

Only after the room was completely covered in blood, my hands trembling, and my pupils becoming blurry.

I could feel relieved that my accumulated emotions had been released, if only a little.


Now the scars don't fade.

Little by little, they spread, and somehow these traces have been increasing one by one in places covered by clothes.

Since I had to bleed until my mana was almost completely depleted, I had no strength left to erase the scars.



And.

As I lay there blankly, I nudge the snow globe that was delivered to the grocery store this afternoon.

It was stained red with all the blood on it, but.

Inside the round glass ball.

White snowflakes bathed in moonlight flutter.



So.

I stared at it blankly and then grinned.

Despite having just wailed and bled, I incongruously smiled like that.





However.

As I spent time distracted by the snow globe, the mana that had been leaking out was now completely gone.

Surprised by this fact, I tried to get up, but all that greeted me was pain and blood surging up again.

"No... it can't... be..."

I couldn't stop my consciousness from becoming hazy and my body from going limp.

The devastation I created.

I lost consciousness without being able to erase the traces—the ash powder filling the small room, the splattered blood, the pieces of flesh scattered far away.









I thought I wanted people to see me as just an ordinary woman.

I didn't want to show even a trace of ash to the people who cared for me.

No matter how much they helped and cared for me, my essence was ultimately ash-colored.

I didn't want to reveal such a scene that would remind them of that fact.


And.

What came through the door that flung open in the morning was.

"A... Asha...!!"

The old man who rushed in calling my name urgently.

It's blurry.

Perhaps because I lost too much blood, my vision is clouded, and I can't see his face clearly.

"Asha, Asha...! Are you alright!! What is this...!"

Even though he was clearly calling me, his voice kept wavering.

Even though I should answer that I'm fine, my throat that had wailed all night couldn't utter another word.

So I silently shed tears.

Rather.

I wished all of this was a dream, just a nightmare.
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Sarabati Republic.

A nation known as the holy land of adventurers with countless people coming and going.

It was the first place I arrived at after leaving the Efrin Empire, and it had been my base for the past three years.

They say each race tends to avoid mixing with others and prefers to live within their own territories, but in the Republic, you can actually see small numbers of different races here and there.

It was quite strange that I never saw any Dwarves despite this, but regardless, this place was essentially a symbol of freedom.

And now.

I'm walking through the center of Bina, one of the Republic's cities, listening to someone chattering enthusiastically.

"Commoner! Thanks to you, I've gathered all the money!"

"Ah, yes."

"I'll gladly praise you for going to the northern snow country in place of me, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, and bringing back large quantities of lumber!"

"Yes, thank you for that."

After sending all the lumber-loaded wagons to the Simor family mansion, we were on our way back to our long-term rented lodging.

Old man Horn and Avery had gone ahead with the wagon we rode in, while the twins and I planned to stop by the market to buy some food.

But Miss Lucia, whom I thought would just receive the lumber and leave, kept following us and chattering away.

She pattered along with quick steps on her short legs trying to keep up, still maintaining her habit of covering her mouth with a fan, and her arrogant gestures and tone remained unchanged.

"Indeed, accepting you as my subordinate was not a wrong choice! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, am the symbol of noblesse oblige who takes good care of her subordinates!"

"I'd do anything for the 10 billion dera you owe me."

"Ah... that still has about 40 years of repayment period left..."

"..."

"P-please wait just a little longer..."

But in the end, she's only human, so whenever I casually bring up our debt relationship, her momentum immediately dies.

Even in a class-based society, money is that essential and important.

"I'm joking. What 10 billion? You don't look like you even have 100 million to give me right now."

"..."

"...What?"

Of course, that was just a joke, but the reason I keep bringing it up is...

"How rude, commoner! Indeed, to fix your uncouth behavior that hasn't learned basic courtesy, you need the help of me, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor!"

"I don't need that, just give me my 10 billion dera and be on your way."

"B-but... t-there's no commoner in this world who intimidates nobles... You once asked me to be your companion, so you shouldn't abandon me..."

To keep a leash on this noble lady who keeps spouting nonsense because she's completely absorbed in her concept.

See?

She clearly called me a subordinate earlier, but now the words coming from her mouth have changed to companion.

"I'm just kidding."

"A-anyway! I've finally reached the point where I can talk to Father about establishing a trading company."

"Yes, it took a long time."

"Hoho! Now only 40 years until the 10 billion repayment! Not long at all!"

"...Ah, yes."

Anyway.

As she said, she had been continuously saving money to establish a trading company in her name.

In other words, Lucia had a bit of greed for money.

Although the Simor family was noble, they weren't a particularly wealthy family, so there was almost no inheritance for her as the youngest daughter.

And to smile arrogantly while proclaiming noblesse oblige like she does, she needed the financial backing to support it.

So she had a reason, or a purpose, to earn lots of money.

However.

A noble lady's greed for money wasn't for personal desire at all.

"The so-called Lucia Trading Company for commoners! Ah... what a wonderful role..."

"Ah, yes."

It was a trading company filled only with her desire to fulfill what she considered a noble's duty.

"From now on, our company will purchase plenty of relief supplies for commoners and distribute them widely!"

"...Wait. Where will you make profit then?"

"Um... why would I need to make profit?"

To me, it looked like a company that would close down in less than two years after its establishment.

And if you're just distributing supplies, that's not a trading company but some non-profit relief organization.

So.

You blockhead company president.

If what's on top of your neck is really a head, please think for once.

"Regardless of your grand cause, a trading company will fail if it doesn't pursue profit. And didn't you say you'd repay your 10 billion dera debt?"

"Hmm, of course I'll earn just enough to maintain the company and use the remaining money to distribute relief supplies! A-and with a 40-year long-term repayment plan, the 10 billion dera is certainly possible..."

"Ah, what are you saying?"

"I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, will create a trading company for commoners according to a noble's duty! Profit pursuit is not the main purpose!"

"..."

I wonder if my journey would end right here if I hit this noble on the head.

After briefly entertaining that thought, I sighed deeply and spoke.

"Listen, you extremely out-of-touch noble."

"Not 'noble,' but Miss Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor."

"Whatever. To help commoners, you need to employ people, and you have to consider their salaries, regular expenses, and reserve funds. If you operate without surplus capital and stumble just once while purchasing supplies, your company will collapse."

"The person who needs to work hard is you, Ain! I'll block the regular outflow of expenses! That way, labor costs are free!"

"..."

Is this person really insane?

"Hmm, what a perfect plan!"

"Hey, you b... *sigh*. First of all, I'm a commoner too, you know?"

"Yes, you're a lowly commoner! So it's right for you to follow the orders of me, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, a noble!"

"..."

Hey, you crazy woman.

What kind of contradiction is it to claim you're creating a company for commoners while treating commoners like dogs?

Besides, I didn't accept her as a companion because I wanted to work like a slave.

"Let's just settle the 10 billion dera and go our separate ways."

"Ah... please don't abandon me... I'll work hard to run the company..."

Just go away.

You deranged idealist.





And so.

Lucia Vicente... what was her name again?

Anyway, Lucia something Simor's mindless plan to establish a non-profit organization for distributing relief supplies was shelved for now.

We agreed that her grand plan would be implemented when the trading company grew truly massive and could throw around capital without issues.

For now, we decided to actually run it like a trading company, pursuing profit and making it something that could help our journey.

Of course, we would still help those in need when we encountered them during our travels.

"How disappointing..."

"Please shut your mouth."

"Commoner, that's extremely rude! Mimicking a noble's words is an insult!"

"Unless you really want to repay that 10 billion dera, keep quiet and go play with the children over there, noble lady."

"...I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, will be quiet and play with the children."

So I assigned Lucia, who kept following us like a ghost and grumbling about her disappointment, to the twins.

It was absurd how she had somehow ended up at our lodging instead of going to the Simor mansion.

"Wow! Noble lady!"

"Wow! Pretty sister!"

"Hoho! Not noble lady, but call me Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor! I am the beautiful Lady Simor!"

"Indeed, noble lady!"

"N-no. Not noble lady, but Lady Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor...?"

"But that's too long, noble lady."

"Listening to commoners is also a noble's duty...? Then I am noble lady!"

"Wooow~"

At a glance, they seemed to have similar mental ages, so she was perfect as a toy for the bored children.


And then.

Old man Horn and Avery, who had been watching this scene from a distance, approached me.

"Hmm, quite a chaotic woman. Like those fairies, so noisy."

"Haha... I was quite surprised when I first met her too... N-nobles don't usually associate with us..."

"She's strange, but well, she's a good person."

We took a step into that scene and couldn't help but raise the corners of our mouths.








Anyway.

The steps I've taken, the preparations I had in mind, finally reached their starting point after three years.

A mid-level adventurer without a speck of mana.

A quack plague doctor who keeps failing.

Orphaned twins from the war.

A crazy idealist noble lady.

A fucking racist Dwarf blacksmith.

...

Clearly, this is a party of lunatics.

Yet, all of them are moving forward with extraordinary goals.


Because they are extraordinary people.

Because they are a gathering of flawed and deficient individuals.

The incompetent one learned to move forward because he knew his own incompetence.

Children broken by the world's hardships wanted to learn how to disrupt those hardships.

A doctor who had stumbled due to his many shortcomings ignited his soul's flame to save the dying.

A noble from a corrupt society wandered and firmly established what light she should embrace.

And a Dwarf left alone through the ages took steps to achieve what he desired.

Our goals are all extraordinary, so we sought to fill each other's deficiencies.


This is our cause.

Though we each have different causes, their conclusions lead to one path.

While they seem to run parallel, when looking at the still blurry goal in the distance, they eventually flow into the same story.

I reached out to them, and they grasped my hand.



That's why I hope.

At the end of this journey without signposts.

I hope we all reach our individual goals and embrace the light at the end.

Ch.57 - Episode 0-b. The One Who Collapses. (6)
# Episode 0-b. The One Who Collapses

When I regained consciousness after passing out again, it was around noon.

My vision was still blurry and my head was spinning, so I could hardly say I was fully awake.

Despite the haziness, I could tell it was daytime with the sun high in the sky because of how bright it was around me.

And despite quite a long time having passed...

The smell of blood still filled my nostrils, making me feel nauseated.

I could still feel pain in my arms and legs, causing me to unconsciously furrow my brow.

Having never left wounds untreated by magic for so long, I had to endure all of it.

And then I hear a voice.

"Asha, are you alright...?"

"...Ah."

The voice I had hoped was just a dream before I lost consciousness approaches and gently touches my ear.

"Your injuries were severe so I gave you emergency treatment... but it must still hurt a lot."

"..."

It was clearly a voice concerned about me, but I felt anxious because I couldn't see the expression.

What if, despite those words, his face was contorted?

Perhaps even this kind man's thoughts about me had been twisted by the sight.

Such thoughts were eating away at me, consuming me, and some part of me was being gnawed away into a strange form.

However, it wasn't just his voice.

"Asha, are you okay?"

"...Ah..."

Though my vision was cloudy and blurry, I knew the owner of that voice.

It was clearly Rein's voice, who used to pat my head and embrace me.

"I heard you were in a lot of pain... so I came."

"Ah... ah..."

Only then could I sense the presences surrounding me one by one.

There was Uncle Rendo, and Rein and Zuben.

Idrin was there, and so was Master Rini from the gym.

Even Yansen from the adventurer's shop, whom I'd only met once, was looking at my pitiful state.

"..."

"Ah, uh..."

So, like when I was young, I couldn't speak properly.

I didn't want to be discovered.

I didn't want to show them.

At the very least, I wanted to hide it from those who made efforts for me and showed me affection.

"..."

"Ple... please. Don't... don't look at me. Not... like this..."

I finally managed to force out words from my blocked throat.

I didn't want this.

I didn't want those who cared for me to see my hideous, disgusting appearance.

I didn't want to remind them that what formed my essence was something completely different and hideous from them.

Because even to myself, I looked more like a beast than a human.

Because even to myself, it was shameful and humiliating, a product of instinct.

Tears streamed down as it felt like the moment when my ashen nature would be revealed to the world.

Though emotions should make ash dust swirl and mana fluctuate...

The emotions of sadness and despair had been consumed throughout the night, so even as tears fell, they didn't rise up again.

I needed to erase this hideous appearance quickly.

But no matter how tightly I clenched my fists or gritted my teeth until they made a sound, mana wouldn't rise, so I had to defile their eyes with this pitiful sight.

"Ple... please. Don't look at... me..."

Their silence felt like sharp blades piercing my heart.

No matter how much I squinted, I couldn't see their expressions, making it impossible to read their thoughts.

I was anxious.

Impatient and desperate.

Because even if the whole world hated me, I didn't want to receive hatred from them.

Because even if the whole world disliked and rejected me, I had come to want affection from them.

Because it felt like my world was about to collapse back to the edge of an alley.

This moment, when I couldn't even face their expressions, was terribly frightening.

And then.

A figure approaches me, wavering.

Tap-

That footstep frightens me.

Tap-

Not knowing what words they'll speak or what actions they'll take, I'm afraid.

Even though it's just three or four steps away.

Tap-

Those approaching footsteps feel like hours to me.

Tap-

Finally, as that step reaches me, I had to tightly close my blurry eyes.

There's a hand approaching with a rustle, and breath being exhaled with a soft sound.

Would this hand strangle my neck?

Would this breath utter harsh words?

I...

"..."

I thought that...

"Asha."

"..."

That...

"Go to Ain."

"..."

"Do as you wish. Asha, leave for what you want."

I thought that...

"We all feel the same way. We're always on your side, Asha."

"...Ah."

Why was I so afraid?

"It's okay. You've endured for three years. Now it's okay to do what you want."

"Ah, uh..."

Why did I think the affection I'd received would disappear in an instant?

"I'm sorry for not telling you sooner. I'm sorry for just watching you struggle and about to collapse."

"...*sob* *hic* *sniff*..."

They were always sincere to me.

"Get up quickly and go to Ain. Go and knock some sense into that foolish son."

"*sob* *sniff* *hic*..."

Even though I couldn't see properly, their kind smiles filled my mind clearly.

And so.

I mentioned earlier that emotions make ash dust swirl and mana fluctuate.

That's still true now.

Sadness and despair may have burned to their ends, taking time to ignite again.

But I still have many emotions remaining within me.

One of those emotions makes my heart pound, circulating blood quickly and igniting the dying flame.

The ash dust soon surrounds me, and mana begins to fill abundantly.

Of course, it's not threatening.

It's too warm and brilliant to be something I'm emitting.

"Yes, ash gray is pretty too."

"Indeed, it's a beautiful sight. I should record it."

I blushed at those voices and waved my hand.

"I cast verdant shade."

I naturally uttered the incantation in front of them.

My blurry vision becomes clear.

The pain pounding throughout my body disappears, and even the sticky smell of blood dissipates.

And so.

Only then.

I could see their expressions.

"..."

And they were clearly filled with affection.

"Go, Asha. Go and teach that guy a lesson."

There was Uncle Rendo's hearty laugh.

"Take good care of our son."

There was Rein and Zuben's kindness.

"If you need any books, just let me know. I'll prepare them."

As always, a seemingly stern yet slightly upturned corner of the mouth.

"I'll prepare protein and exercise equipment for your journey ahead. Attack Ain's solar plexus with fists hardened by exercise."

Even if that's not a smile...

"Well... ask me for any items you need. If you're short on money, I'll put it on Ain's tab."

There was that awkwardly formed smile.

I...

The end of my efforts wasn't a bitter collapse from the affection of those who cared for me.

The grocery store uncle.

The parents of an ordinary family.

The library librarian.

The gym master.

The adventurer shop owner.

Simply calling them by these titles was woefully inadequate, so I had to redefine them.

If they allow it, they are certainly my family.

They were my family who gave abundantly without any reason or benefit.

Although such expressions are infinitely inadequate, I'm too dull and foolish to know any better expressions.

So.

I intend to move forward, carrying their affection.

Because I'm an unusual ash gray.

Because I'm a flawed and deficient ash gray.

I'll probably collapse again after just a few steps.

I'll probably act foolishly and naively because I'm still lacking in so many ways.

I still don't know if I'm someone who can stand by his side and proudly claim a place next to him.

But I will move forward.

This is my resolution.

For the past three years, I've repeatedly collapsed, but there are people who only wish for me to have a happy ending.

Though I thought I would crumble before reaching him, there are now people supporting my back and pushing me forward.

I grasp their hands and straighten my knees to stand up again.

Therefore, I am hoping.

At the end of the journey with signposts.

I hope to reach that goal, embrace the light, and meet the end.

Ch.58 - Episode 0-a. The One Who Advances. (7)
# Episode 0-a. One Who Moves Forward



To put it simply.

This world only follows the footsteps of the Hero and the Saint, and the path that continues through their chronicles isn't divided into many branches.

Thus, there are stages that weren't properly illuminated, where the lights were turned off.

The purpose of the Hero and the Saint, the goal expressed in words.

The narratives of those called heroes are composed of pieces that cannot easily be corrupted.

In the end, because their ultimate goal was to defeat the Demon King, only the lights of the stages leading to that journey were brilliantly illuminated.

Even that was too long a journey.

The Hero's journey has been going on for nearly 10 years, yet they haven't even touched the hem of the Demon King's robe.

So.

That's all I knew, having not even read half of the novel.

Though I might express regret about dying with a "pik-" sound, what I possess are just tiny fragments.

Even those pieces that have flowed away and drifted from me are each quite precious.

I hope they can at least be traces of the snow-white, erased signpost embedded in the path I'm trying to follow.

Therefore.

Somehow following their footsteps, seeing those traces and deducing my path forward.

I find what I need by retracing the settings and worldview that popped out in just a few words.

I must face and explore them directly.

Colliding with them again and again, eventually falling over.

Then getting up again and stepping into the unknown.

After all, this journey was meant for that purpose.


Vast worldview with numerous settings.

And traces of ash that are surely hidden.

I want to uncover them and head toward a different ending to the story.





I had a certain habit.

It wasn't originally a habit, but after thinking about a certain woman, it spread like a habit.

"..."

"Ain, there are kids here too!"

"Ain, I think there are three of them. They're all skinny from starvation."

So.

I had a strange habit of not walking on ordinary roads and streets, but constantly wandering through alleys.

"I'll take two at my side, and you two can support the remaining one."

"Yes~"

Thus, I had a habit of wandering through damp, foul-smelling alleys and quietly picking up children sprawled there.

"Ah, no... wait a moment. Commoner, there's no more room at the orphanage!"

"Then build a new one."

Alleys everywhere are dark and damp.

Alleys everywhere become the home of abandoned children.

"No, you clearly told me to save money, but if I keep spending like this..."

"So you're saying we should leave them?"

"Ugh... of course not! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, will not abandon commoners! Give one child to me! Taking in children is a noble's duty!"

I often recalled the image of a small girl trembling in an alley during winter.

Though I couldn't hold and care for them continuously like she did, I couldn't just leave abandoned children alone.


There's a foul smell.

The odor emanating from children who haven't bathed for a long time is somehow familiar.

I see faces looking up blankly.

Those faces, only knowing abandonment and not understanding what it means to be saved, are somehow wistful.

And.

"Let's go. To your new home."

"...ah."

The single word that flows out like a sigh to my words.

That breath, somehow sad and bitter, is perhaps something I must embrace.



And so.

I carefully picked up the new children and took them to the orphanage.

That orphanage, the only one in the city of Bina, was built by requesting help from a noble lord—what you might call an idealistic and pretentious act of charity.

"Commoner, somehow I feel like I'm paying more than what it cost to save my daughter."

"Um... thank you."

And I bowed my head to my only sponsor.

Tripol Vi... well, Viscount Simor, Lucia Vi... Simor's father.

"Very well. Since saving commoners is a noble's duty, listening to the requests of humble commoners is also a noble's generosity!"

"As expected of Father! What a heart-stirring noble mindset! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, am moved!"

Well, just...

Yeah.

"Indeed! I, Tripol Vicente Todorica Simor, am a true noble who leads in noblesse oblige! Learn from me, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor!"

"Yes, Father!!"

The father and daughter really have similar speech patterns.

Here's a definitive answer about where Lucia Something Simor's strange concept comes from.

The only difference is that while Lucia is clearly somewhat putting on an act, Viscount Simor is genuinely sincere.

For that reason.

Though I've seen them many times over the past three years, I still don't know what to make of them each time.

"What's with that expression, commoner?"

"...It's nothing. I just ask that you please handle the orphanage expansion."

Still, they're definitely good people.

Finding such noble nobles in this world is as rare as catching stars from the sky.

Though it was coincidental, I'm very grateful for the connection we've formed, even as I can't help but think:

"Indeed! It's a noble's duty! And while we're at it, the three commoners who've come to the mansion should stay for lunch before leaving!"

"Hoho, it's a noble's duty! Commoners, please have a meal before departing!"

"..."

So, in other words.

"How rude! Answer quickly, commoner!"

"Answer, commoner!"

"...Yes. I'm most grateful."

Sigh, damn it.

Every time I enter this mansion, my energy gets completely drained.

Listening to two Simors talk about a noble's duty for over an hour is just torture.





After finishing lunch at the mansion, I head back to the lodging.

"Ugh... doesn't it feel a bit cold, Tori?"

"It's warmer than the Snow Country, so bear with it, Yaki."

"Hoho, helping commoners who shiver in the cold is a noble's duty! I'll give you my outer garment... achoo... the weather is a bit cold!"

The voices of the three people following me intertwine, making the street where the sun is setting feel slushy.

It certainly wasn't as cold as in the Snow Country, but a cool breeze was now stirring in the republic.

The seasons are changing.

When I blankly stare at the heightened sky, I can feel time passing with a tick-tick sound.

And that fact alone, despite having returned to the republic not long ago, whispers that I should leave soon.

That I must move forward.

That I must take steps.

Even if my front paws sink into the mud, I must push my hind legs forward for one more step.

Even if those feet are also sucked into the mud, one more step again.

Because I am a creature that will fall behind if I don't move forward.

Because the goal I desire will only get further away if I don't move urgently.

"...I should prepare to leave again soon."

So I say those words and steel myself to move forward again.


Of course, that only applies to me.

"Eh... but we've only been in the republic for a month?"

"An evil leader who harshly drives poor commoners should step down!"

Hearing my muttering, there are two children who immediately look upset and a strange noble making "woo-woo" sounds beside them.

But.

I have something I want to say too.

"Then stay in the republic. The noble lady was going to stay in the republic anyway."

"Bweh... so heartless. I was just complaining a bit. Right, Tori."

"Bweh... we'll follow you wherever you go."

"Bweh... I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Simor, who is not a noble lady, think this is too much!"

But still.

When a person tries to set a mood and speaks seriously, you'd think they could respond seriously.

"..."

"Bweh~"

"Bweh~ that's what it is!"

As it happens, the three people following me have somewhat childish mental ages.

The children are understandable, but I have no idea why the noble lady acts that way.

Perhaps idealists need to have a screw loose somewhere.





Anyway.

Both my companions and I gather in the living room of our lodging.

They sit on the sofa, looking at me as I stand.

Amusingly, despite my inadequacies, I am their leader, as each one was gathered by me.

"It seems we might be able to depart on our journey a bit sooner than I expected."

I begin speaking, pushing aside my nervousness.

I persuaded and brought them along promising to fulfill their dreams, but I haven't yet told them my story.

"A world without war... that's good. A world free from the threat of disease is also good. I will also fulfill the goal of saving commoners from suffering. I will also rekindle the unknown flame of Old Man Horn."

Yet.

Despite my position, I'm making quite unreasonable promises.

For a mid-level adventurer with nothing, rolling in the mud, my words lack credibility.

However, they don't mock my words.

Each looks at me with eyes holding their own light.

And I also express the light I hold to them.

"I will change the world."

My inner thoughts that I've kept hidden until now, the light I hold.

"I will change it into a world clearly better than now."

Its color is perhaps a bit deep, and somewhat hazily spread.

"I will take steps for the sake of ash."

Everyone in this world calls that color ash.

It is certainly a light rejected by all.

However.

"There is someone I need to save."

I know.

Ash also shines brilliantly.

"There is someone born with ash, who constantly endures and tries to become ordinary."

Ash also ripples beautifully, creating its own color.

I clearly saw ash fluttering normally like any other color.

So.

"I."

I am certain.

"I will create a world where that person can live ordinarily."

Asha.

She was a definite possibility, and the light and role I hold are to make her bud bloom.

"My journey is to find clues for that."

A watcher of ash and a traveler wandering the world.

I fulfill that role responsibly.

Therefore.

There are gazes looking at me after I speak those words.

Eyes that don't hesitate or waver at my statement.

There are those who are not ordinary, who dream extraordinary dreams.


The two beads I've been holding throughout my speech collide with a "tak" sound.

Because they blur the boundary between reality and dreams.

They collide again with a "tak," spreading a refreshing resonance.





And so.

I sold dreams.

I began selling dreams of a changing world.


Just a minor character in a novel, just a mid-level adventurer.

Despite being only that much, I took out the dreams I had been holding.

And began selling them.








********








A minor character.

A background figure.

The scenery created by one who is merely that never ends as such.

He seizes his role.

The small boy grew into a young man over time.

The young man who couldn't grasp anything seized a small piece over three years.


He records his name in the world.

Ain.

A new □□.

What he obtained by moving forward.

That new role is.

One who continues the journey for ash.

Not self-appointed like the rashness of youth, but something seized by moving forward.

It might be a possibility that could change the world going forward.


So move forward.

Don't stop, continue the journey.

The journey for ash will once again shake the scale of the world that had once hesitated.

The firm letters, their ink will gradually begin to blur.

Ch.59 - Episode 0-b. The One Who Was About to Collapse
Episode 0-b. The One Who Almost Collapsed

In other words.

My path forward was limited, with only two choices: a comfortable road that ended abruptly before me, or a difficult one that continued as a thin thread.

And so there I was, taking precarious steps along that thin, thorny path.

Therefore.

Ain's clear purpose, the goal he spoke of.

Eventually, because of me, it gradually changed and transformed until it finally became something different from what it originally was.

Before I knew it, he was living his life continuing a journey for someone as inadequate as me.

Even that journey stretched on too long, and despite three years having passed, his letters and gifts were filled only with apologies.

So.

I thought I should die.

I thought I should end this wretched life and give him his freedom.

However, all the memories we built together, each and every one of them, were so precious to me.

Even while convincing myself that I needed to die, I kept postponing that sorrow, letting three years slip by.

And.

What supported my back and prevented me from collapsing was another connection.

Those who always encouraged me without change as I cried out looking only at Ain.

So I must move forward.

Colliding again and again, and eventually falling down.

Even if I collapse once more and cry out alone.

The fact that they are always behind me never changes.

The wide world, the choices given to me.

And the traces carved along the path Ain has taken.

I will follow them and eventually obtain a brilliant light.

And so.

It was after I had been crying for quite some time, and after those around me began to move busily, that I finally came to my senses.

"Shouldn't we focus on packing items that can be stored long-term?"

"But that wouldn't taste good."

"That's right. We should at least provide hearty food, sir."

Rendo, Rein, and Zuben were crouched down discussing such matters.

"Why state the obvious? We can buy delicious food in other cities... Ah. It might be difficult to enter different cities every time... Hmm, what should we do then?"

"Then should I get some seedlings instead? So we can pick fresh vegetables whenever needed."

"Maybe we should also pack some seeds in case the plants wither?"

"Hmm, good idea! I'll gather jerky and such things, so please go buy some seedlings and seeds."

After wrapping up their conversation efficiently, Rein and Zuben gave me a bright smile before heading out of the grocery store.

Rendo was filling two large bundles with jerky and similar items, sweeping everything from the shelves and storage room of the grocery store.

"Ah, no... You don't need to give me this much, I can manage on my own..."

"What are you saying! There are unexpected situations! Since it'll be difficult to enter other cities freely, you need plenty of emergency rations!"

"Y-yes, that's true. But still, please calm down a bit..."

What I meant was that he should at least leave some items for his business, which would make me feel better.

However, the old man paid no attention to my protests and continued gathering all the jerky and long-term food items.

So I sighed deeply and turned my head to the side.

"The carriages available right now aren't particularly good quality. What should we do, Rini?"

"Then wait a moment. I'll put out a request to our members to find a good carriage. I can offer to waive a few months of membership fees."

"Hmm, then I'll leave the carriage to you. I should look for tools that can help conceal identity as much as possible."

On another side, Yansen and Rini were scratching their heads while having such a conversation.

"If you provide worthless items that reveal your identity, you'll have to register as a member too."

"...Are you insane?"

"You've lost a lot of muscle. Register as a member even if you don't get caught. I'll give you a discount."

"Get lost before I kill you."

"Sorry, but with those meager muscles, you can't kill me."

This conversation wasn't entirely for my benefit, but they were clearly gathering their belongings to head outside the grocery store.

"Um... you really don't have to go to such lengths..."

I tried to speak up hesitantly.

"I'll put it on Ain's tab, so don't worry. Hmm, yes. I should provide good items since we need to milk him for all he's worth."

"When you meet Ain, tell him he owes 10 years of membership fees. As a regular member, tell him the price has increased by 10%."

"Ah... um. Okay..."

The two of them grinned and disappeared outside the grocery store.

Ain.

I'm sorry.

It wasn't intentional at all... but isn't that punishment enough for leaving me behind?

And.

Idrin, who had been quiet the whole time, approached me and poked my side after everyone else had left.

"Finally, it's quiet. I was getting irritated with all the noise."

"...That's rude."

"What does it matter? People badmouth the Emperor when he's not around. That damn Emperor, I still have so many books I haven't seen in the Imperial Library."

"..."

As always, she sticks close to me in her mentally questionable state and blurts out such things.

"Anyway, I'll prepare books that might be useful. Just the revised edition of the Ash Magic book and precautions about various countries and cities. Hmm, do you need anything else?"

"Th-then maybe information about people to avoid... or books about edible wild plants and animals?"

By now, I know that she says these things to help ease my tension.

"I'll prepare those too. It will take some time to get everything ready, so don't leave right away. Wait until evening."

Her seemingly gruff demeanor is contradicted by the corners of her mouth that remain slightly upturned.

"Thank you, Idrin."

"Well, it's repayment for helping with my research."

As her lecherous hand somehow starts fondling my belly fat again.

"...I'm not thankful at all, Idrin."

"What's new about that?"

I smiled brightly at her.

And let me tell you one thing.

The bracelet broke.

"But the bracelet hasn't broken yet... my promise with Ain..."

Snap-

"Oh my! It broke, Asha. Well, I guess you have no choice but to go on a journey!"

"..."

"This wasn't broken by you, so it clearly broke naturally."

"..."

Yes.

That was the old man's doing.

Time passes in an instant.

Noon becomes afternoon, and afternoon becomes evening.

Time passed incredibly quickly, but surprisingly, everything they promised to prepare was ready.

A sturdy carriage stood in front of the grocery store, and its cargo area was packed full with the items they had stuffed in.

Food supplies that could last for a year, various books, tools to hide my identity, spare robes, necklaces.

Two plump money pouches that the old man gave me as retirement funds, plus the money pouch I had been saving.

And even ten boxes of protein powder... along with exercise equipment that only adds weight.

I climb onto the driver's seat and look at them.

"Your lips are chapped, Asha. Come, lean your head closer."

"Ah, I can do it myself, mmph..."

"You're just as hopeless as Ain, really."

Rein is always the one who comes closest.

She held my face and applied ointment to my chapped lips.

"Take care, Asha."

Zuben stood beside her and gently patted my head.

Idrin waved her hand with an indifferent expression, and Yansen awkwardly scratched his head.

Rendo... had already turned his head away to wipe his tears.

And.

"Make sure to take your protein. At least 30 minutes of strength training daily is essential."

I really wish the gym owner would just stay quiet.

Anyway.

Everyone waves at me sitting on the carriage, and I smile kindly back at them.

It felt like the time for farewell was approaching.

However.

"Take care, Asha! When you come back, you'll marry Ain, right?!"

In other words, Rein's words made my body jolt to a stop.

"What...? H-how could I m-marry A-Ain?"

"Huh? ...Weren't you two in love with each other? I thought you were already dating?"

"..."

That was certainly a strange statement.

Love.

She defined my feelings that way, but I couldn't immediately understand it.

Seeing her tilt her head as if it were the most obvious thing.

And seeing everyone else around her nodding as if it were natural.

I finally began to grasp some understanding.

Ain.

When I think of him.

"Look. Your face is turning red again."

"Ah..."

My face turns red.

My heart pounds loudly.

My pupils keep trembling, my fingertips twitch and eventually become wistful.

That feeling that makes my insides all fluffy.

That emotion that gradually tightens my chest until it feels like it might burst when I think of him.

They define this unidentified emotion I harbor as love.

"Love... Is that what I'm feeling?"

"That's how it feels when you think about a lover. What else could it be but love!"

Lover.

They define the emotion that swells only when thinking of such a person as love.

So.

"...Then is it okay for me to love Ain?"

I foolishly asked that.

Ridiculously, I asked if someone like me could love and care for him.

Though I had risen with their affection, I still couldn't eliminate my own doubts and anxieties about my fundamental nature.

"Do I really... deserve to love Ain...?"

Even after finally understanding the nature of my feelings, my first thought was only worry.

I asked those before me if someone ashen like me could like and love him.

And.

"It's funny to ask such a thing now, Asha. You can do whatever you want."

"..."

Everyone smiles kindly at me.

Nodding their heads, waving their hands, urging me to go to Ain.

So.

I speak with a bright smile.

"I want the world to change."

I reveal the feelings I had been hiding all along.

"I want to live together in the world that Ain will surely change."

That is my inner desire, the brilliant light I seek.

"Because of Ain and all of you, I was able to endure, be patient, and strive to become normal."

I know.

The light I hold is still dull and hazy, the color of ash.

It is surely a light that should be rejected by everyone.

Nevertheless.

"So when Ain and I return to the Empire, it will surely be a world where everything has changed."

I believe.

I believe in Ain's steps forward and the affection they have given me.

And the gazes looking at me after I said those words were still full of affection.

Therefore.

I can move forward.

I received a dream.

I begin to move forward with the dream of wanting the world to change.

Because I cannot collapse like this.

I step into a wider world, carrying my dream.

The broken bracelet is in my possession.

My feelings for him, the affection of those who support me.

I carry all of that, intact in my heart.

And.

- Ain.

- The bracelet has broken.

- So as you said, I'll tell you what I want to do, my wish.

- My wish is.

- For you to be happy.

- So I will work only for that.

- Ain, continue your journey.

- I too will begin a journey for you.

The letter I scribbled will be heading toward him before me.

*********

Villain.

The foundation of the world.

The scenery surrounding the woman who should have been that role scatters inappropriately beautiful colors.

She claims her role.

The girl who was sprawled in the alley became a beautiful woman as time passed.

The woman who should have been evil abandoned her original role over the course of three years and claimed a small piece for herself.

The name recorded in the world becomes altered.

The name Bellia disappears beyond the other side.

Only the name Asha remains in the records.

And.

A new □□.

What she obtained by moving forward.

That new role is.

One who receives love without cost.

What can be claimed by a woman who somehow abandoned her original role despite collapsing again and again.

It is surely the possibility to move forward and change the world.

So move forward.

Even if you collapse, rise again and continue your journey.

The Empire no longer fades into the background.

A single light that has been relit clearly illuminates just one place.

That is the place to return to.

It is the settlement to which the woman carrying ash and the man continuing a journey for that ash must return.
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Emotions ripple like heat haze.

Hearts flutter and flow with the wind.

Because he cannot contain everything in simple words and actions, simple expressions and gestures.

Because sometimes, conveying through other expressions becomes more valuable and precious.

Hoping that those precious and rich things won't slip away from beside you, but remain preserved.

People put these things on paper and hand them to others.

Being able to express something in writing is surely a blessing.

Some fill it with love, others with affection.

For some, it's certainly memories, and for others, it's bitterness.

And for yet others, something they definitely need is contained and delivered to someone else.

Letters.

That's what they're called. Letters.

And there is a village where letters fly.

Letters flutter like birds, flying in from the sky.

They are someone's heart, connecting relationships, flying from the past, present, or future, or even from beyond the river of death.

The aforementioned love and affection, memories and bitterness. Sorrow and nostalgia.

Emotions that cannot be described and stories that cannot be conveyed in words.

Or □□.

That is certainly something needed by those continuing the journey for the ash-colored.

So.

I wish you luck.

May you have letters that fly to you.

May the letters that fly to you contain the luck you desire.

********

The carriage rattles.

As it moves along the mountain path, whenever it hits a rock, the heavy luggage makes a thud and bounces.

However, since they don't have mouths, they don't wail and torment the coachman's ears.

Instead, scratches gradually form on what should have been sturdy wooden boards, and the joints loosen, spilling out with a crash and pouring out complaints.

In other words.

At least the luggage has patience, only expressing the accumulated pain when reaching its limit.

"I'm dying, I'm dying. I'll die on this journey because you can't even drive this damn carriage properly, you fool!"

"That's carriage discrimination, Old Man Horn."

"It's not carriage discrimination, it's coachman discrimination."

In other words, this particular dwarf old man was pouring out complaints worse than even the luggage.

"Yes, it's coachman discrimination, physically strong Dwarf Old Man Horn."

"...There you go again with your nonsense. We need to fix this carriage when we arrive; it can't go on like this."

"That's what I asked you before we departed. Why were you so stubborn then?"

The children are sleeping soundly, and some quack doctor continues reading and researching even in the shaking carriage.

But the stubborn old dwarf keeps opening his mouth to pour out all kinds of complaints, making sure I don't fall asleep while driving.

"I've told you more than thirty times that I'm a blacksmith, not some carpenter."

"Hmm, are all dwarves this stubborn?"

I wonder if this might be an unwritten characteristic of dwarves in novels.

Those obsessed with mountains and minerals.

The emotions and hearts that the dwarf race possesses.

"I've also told you more than thirty times that that's dwarf discrimination. And if we're being honest, elves are more stubborn and ill-mannered. That's why you can't trust those who handle wood."

"And I've told you more than thirty times that that's carpenter and elf discrimination."

Those whose inner feelings burn warmly like flames despite their words.

"Do I care?"

"..."

Hmm, that can't be right.

This fucking racist.

As the carriage moves forward, the old dwarf's mouth shows no sign of resting.

Perhaps this is also part of his process of opening up, but in the midst of that process, my ears would surely bleed.

The Village Where Letters Fly, Litera.

That's the name of our destination.

To be clear.

It doesn't mean there's a post office and delivery person delivering letters, but literally, the sky of that village is always filled with letters floating around as if they have wings.

Litera is a place where ancient magical remnants still exist, and letters have been flying in continuously for hundreds of years.

The novel mentioned that the Hero and the Saint also took their first steps here, and it had become a tradition for all travelers and adventurers to head here for their first step.

Despite being a small village, it's always bustling.

A place where, if you're lucky, you might receive a letter sent to you from sometime.

That's why many people have to stop by to get what they desire.

"You won't receive one, kid."

"Old man, isn't it a bit much to curse your comrade like that...?"

"The chances of receiving the letter you want there are slim. If you don't receive it within a few days, you'll leave on your journey without gaining anything, so honestly, I think it's a waste of time."

"Well, yes... but still, wouldn't at least one of us four receive something?"

However, as the old man cursed, not everyone can receive the necessary letter.

Some receive things that have no particular meaning to them.

Some receive simple love letters or letters of concern from family.

Stories about the path ahead usually fly to those destined to be heroes, so the letters I want are only sent to people like the Hero and the Saint, or the Sword Saint and the Great Mage.

Hero Prys, Saint Rua.

Sword Saint, Trick Bellium.

Great Mage, Insenia Ignotos.

Those who will change the world.

Those who will leave significant marks.

Only such individuals are selected to receive letters from ancient times.

So.

"We're not the Hero or anything, so there's no way such letters would come to us. Don't have too high expectations. Too high expectations leave greater disappointment."

"Hmm... that's true."

His words aren't wrong—that letters won't fly to us who don't even reach mediocrity.

Perhaps it's an obvious and natural statement.

"Usually, people leave without receiving a single letter, or they sigh and leave after receiving a letter that isn't particularly helpful. That's what happened to me."

"Old man, you've been there before?"

"...I've lived for hundreds of years, so at least once. I didn't receive what I wanted. And if it doesn't fly to you on your first visit, there won't be a second chance. That's just how that place is."

Old Man Horn says that the letters that fly to us, who aren't heroes, will only be ordinary ones. Or he says we might not even be given the opportunity to receive any.

And then he falls silent.

Horn's eyes sink deeply, immersed in a past from who knows when.

The traces of time aren't just judged by the wrinkles etched all over the face, but also by the dim flame that seems about to extinguish in the cloudy eyes.

I still don't know his past, and he still doesn't reveal that much of his inner thoughts to me.

However.

If I dare say, he has no lingering attachments to life anymore.

Horn nodded to my persuasion and followed the journey, but whenever I turn around and meet his eyes, he's clearly looking for a place to die.

Whether this is a characteristic of a dwarf who has lived for hundreds of years, or whether he's finally letting go of any lingering attachments he had kept inside.

I didn't know even that, but Horn's eyes kept getting deeper.

For quite a while, his grumbling wasn't heard.

Somewhere in the forest, slightly off the path.

We decided to camp for the night as darkness fell.

Crackle- Crackle-

The sound of the bonfire burning always flows in tranquility.

And above the bonfire is a large pot, and the two children are putting all sorts of ingredients into it with their small hands.

We couldn't just travel eating jerky and such.

We always packed various vegetables and fresh meat in an expensive magic-inscribed ice box before departing.

So the children were taking out ingredients they wanted to eat from that box and putting them one by one into the pot.

"Tori, that will taste bad if you put it in. That's why Ain told us not to put mushrooms in."

"You shouldn't be picky, Yaki. Ain said he'd leave us behind if you can't eat mushrooms."

"When did I ever say that, you little ones?"

The sight of them giggling and squabbling over ingredients was quite adorable.

But.

"Wait... where did that mushroom come from?"

No matter how I think about it, I don't remember putting a mushroom that looks like that in the ice box as an ingredient.

"We picked it from over there."

Are these kids crazy?

"Hey, that... that's a poisonous mushroom. Unless you all want to die together, throw it away quickly."

"Okay~"

And so, the twins' attempted poisoning ended with my intervention.

"What a waste."

"Old man, what's there to waste? We'd all die if we ate it."

"Well. I was going to eat it if you ate it and were fine. When you live long, you become cautious."

"..."

Old Man Horn is once again opening his mouth to pour out curses.

And.

"Haha... it's fine. Even if you eat it, I'll try to detoxify you. If, if I succeed within three attempts... you should survive."

"..."

Avery, who had been quiet, uttered strangely unpleasant words and then smiled awkwardly.

So I suddenly thought.

I wanted to see a normal person.
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Traces.

They remain as large and deep as the size of one's heart.

They are engraved as deeply and sharply as the depth of one's emotions.

To some, they may be faint marks invisible to the eye, but to a certain woman, they are vivid and clear.

To some, they may be trivial things that don't even attract attention, but to a certain woman, they are touching and nostalgic.

So the woman finds herself following the footsteps left by her beloved, tracing back the journey of the past.

What was once a small trace will be covered by the next trace she leaves, growing little by little.

With confirmed feelings, she will pick up a brush and paint over the blurry traces.

She fills it with love and affection.

She fills it with memories and bitterness.

Eventually solidifying her heart to yearn for only one person.

Emotion.

It is the pure, ash-colored love.



There is a woman moving forward.

There is a woman who, though awkward and lacking, tilts her head yet still takes steps following the traces left behind.

She moves forward carrying the woman's heart that will surely continue from past to present, and into the future.

The love and affection, memories and bitterness already mentioned.

Now firm, with the single emotion of yearning and because of that, many stories she wants to convey.

Pure love.

This is certainly possible because she received love without expecting anything in return.



So.

I wish you luck.

May your heart reach that man.

May the pure emotions you send make his heart tremble.





********





The carriage rattles.

Despite having traveled far beyond the Empire, I can still hear the harmony of the bumpy road and carriage wheels.

Each time we hit a stone, the carriage makes an unstable creaking sound.

"Ugh..."

I'm still not used to these things, so my lower back aches every time my bottom bounces on the driver's seat.

To be honest.

I may have trained and trained my magic thoroughly, but I often ran away from exercise because it was too difficult.

When I didn't show up, Rini the gym owner would come to the grocery store, drag me out, and take me to the training center.

Later on, I could recognize who it was just by the sound of footsteps, so when I heard those footsteps from afar, I would quickly slip out the back door.

Bump-

"Urgh..."

In the end, while driving the carriage forward, I witness the result of my lack of exercise.

I'm starting to understand what Gym Owner Rini meant when he said to exercise regularly regardless of the reason.

I had thought about selling ten boxes of protein supplements and various exercise equipment in another city, but now I'm hesitating a bit.

However.

Even while suffering like this, I honestly didn't want to exercise.

Bump-

"Ugh..."

I thought about stopping the carriage to rest a little before continuing.

After all, he had earnestly asked me not to heal exercise-induced pain with magic.

Remembering how he glared at me while explaining the importance of muscles tearing and reattaching to grow stronger.

I decided to give up on exercise altogether.

Yes.

I didn't want to continue this already difficult journey while bearing the pain from exercise.

I hate exercise.

Partly because of the heavy flesh attached to my chest, and partly because of the heavy flesh attached to my buttocks.





The rain falls steadily.

The road I'm traveling with my carriage is made of dirt, so as raindrops tap-tap on the ground, they soon create a squishy mud pit.

It was somewhat fascinating to see something I couldn't see in the Empire's capital, but it also disrupted my plan to rest briefly before driving the carriage again.

So, abandoning my idea of parking the carriage on the roadside for a short rest, I slowly drove the carriage into the forest.

Since rain prevents even a bonfire from lighting, I parked the carriage in a suitable spot and looked around.

There are no people.

Of course, there wouldn't be people on such a mountain path.

So I quietly utter a spell.

"Green sprout."

"Soft reeds, spreading vines."

"Bloom forth."

The mana that instantly bursts forth ripples through the forest, gradually changing the surrounding landscape.

But now, no ash powder scatters.

This is, so to speak, the result of my efforts over the past three years.

At least when using small and simple magic, I've gritted my teeth and worked hard to prevent ash powder from scattering, and the results are finally showing.

So.

All kinds of plants that were gently covering the ground grow a little larger, twisting and tangling together to create a roof that could even cover the carriage.

Rising slightly from the damp ground, they cover it with dry grass and branches so my clothes won't get wet.

And as I sit down on the soft seat, I murmured quietly.

"...thank you."

It doesn't really mean anything, just something I say whenever I use magic to change the landscape.

It's just a habit I developed while exploring various methods and approaches with Idrin.

So.

I lit a bonfire and took out a pot and various ingredients from the carriage's luggage compartment.

Crackle-crackle-

The sound of the bonfire popping is quite gentle.

So to speak, when I stare at it, I soon become dazed, and as always, I reminisce about memories from the past.

I remember the scenery of walking with him under a single umbrella on a rainy day like today, our skin touching.

I recall the scenery of those days when I had to raise the corners of my mouth generously, even though I clearly disliked the damp feeling of my shoes getting wet.

There was warmth.

There was his intense warmth, hotter than the fierce flames of the bonfire, which eventually made my body heat up.

It makes my face flush even more now.

After fully realizing my feelings, I couldn't control my pounding heart whenever I thought of him.

I like you.

I love you.

Ain, I yearn for you.

After reciting those words to myself over and over, I find myself searching for other sweet words.

All the emotions that had confused me were compressed into the single emotion of love, but it swelled so enormously that it divided into various emotions again.

The feelings I already had continue to grow.

It was longing, and certainly heartache.

It was simple affection, and also intense yearning.

Adoring and admiring, yearning and loving.

Feeling that the single word "love" was infinitely inadequate, I divided and divided my emotions to define them.

"...Ain."

So after continuing to think about him for a long time, my mind becomes hazy, my breath quickens, and I end up with a silly smile on my face.

It keeps tickling.

My chest, which had only been pounding, now tickles, and my body, which had been twitching, keeps twisting.

"Hmm..."

A slightly sticky breath flows from my mouth and is burned away with a crackle in the bonfire.


And.

"Excuse me..."

"Ah."

Hearing a voice from behind, I immediately turn my hand toward the direction of the voice and draw out mana.

No ash powder appeared, but sufficiently threatening mana residue rose from my hand.

"Eek! I-I surrender...! I-I just wanted to tell you...! That your pot is burning...!"

"..."

The shabby-looking woman who had approached and spoken to me was so startled by this that she fell into a puddle of rainwater.

"Uwaa... I-I saw smoke rising from afar... I was h-hungry..."

"..."

Seeing her instantly become tearful, I waved my hand to disperse the rising mana.

"I don't have spare clothes and even my underwear... Oh, I wet myself..."

"..."

As she said, I could smell a bit of urine.

Though not yellowed due to being soaked in rainwater, there was an unpleasant odor mixing with the intensified grass smell from the rain.

However.

"If you have... any spare clothes, could I possibly... borrow them?"

"...Come in. I'll give you clothes and food."

"Wow... thank you... If you could give me clothes first... It would be a bit... in this state... yes..."

Her appearance looked a little, actually too pitiful, so I unconsciously offered her a place.


So the bonfire burns with a slightly fiercer flame.

The stew in the pot has already started to bubble and boil, and the wet clothes are stuck on tree branches surrounding the bonfire.

"Wow... stew after so long... Hate jerky..."

"..."

"Thank you... thank you..."

So to speak.

She was the first person I met during my journey.

A weak and trivial person, a pitiful adventurer who couldn't even recognize my identity.
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Letters.

Until quite recently, I used to scribble them and send them to the imperial capital.

The journey that kept stretching on—one year, two years, and even after three years—showed no signs of ending soon.

I was a little worried—actually, very worried—about a certain woman waiting for me in the Empire.

So whenever I had time, I would buy a gift from a souvenir shop and send it to the Empire along with a short letter.

If there was a reason I insisted on sending gifts, it was because I lacked any talent for writing, and a short scribbled letter alone seemed too modest and insignificant.

I wasn't good at revealing my inner feelings.

I don't know about others, but for me, it required tremendous courage.

So the letters I sent to that woman were ultimately just a few brief lines.

I couldn't bear to send only short letters every time, so I enclosed unnecessary gifts.

I hoped that somehow they would convey the feelings I couldn't put into words.

Quite amusing, really.

They say—well, most people say—that letters contain a person's heart.

They say it's about taking what's been stuck inside, unable to be spoken aloud, and quietly slipping those unspoken feelings into someone else's heart through paper.

There are crooked letters because you wrote them yourself.

There's paper stained with sweat because you wrote it yourself.

There are things only the two of you know that can be felt again.

So even if it's just a single line, even if it's just a few brief sentences.

There are inner feelings that can only be conveyed through letters.

And.

In Litera, I wanted to find that answer in the scenery where letters might fly in.

I wanted to properly convey my true feelings in the letters I sent to that woman.

Last night.

Fortunately, no one died from eating the stew that the children had dumped ingredients into.

Since none of the ingredients were gathered from strange places—except for the poisonous mushrooms I happened to find—we all ate a reasonably tasty stew and went to sleep.

And now, just like yesterday, we were traveling along a mountain path in a rattling carriage that offered the same scenery.

The children, bored with it all, had moved closer to the driver's seat and started talking.

"Ain, why aren't there any cities around here?"

"Yeah, if this is a place everyone passes through, shouldn't there be at least one city?"

"Well... that's just, you know, how it is."

Yes.

I've informed you.

"Hmm, you don't know."

To be precise, it wasn't that I didn't know, but the explanation would be too long to give while driving the carriage, so I wanted to tell them later.

"Fake know-it-all."

"..."

However.

The children were clearly very bored, hence their enthusiastic teasing. I sighed deeply and carefully called out to someone else.

"Sigh... Mr. Horn. Could you please explain it to them?"

"Well... Simply put, kids, this area isn't suitable for human habitation."

And as if the old man was feeling a bit lonely himself, he immediately responded without his usual grumbling.

"Can't we just cut down trees and build some buildings? Right, Tori?"

"Yes, Yaki. Because... um. The ground isn't all mushy or anything."

"You might think so. But to put it simply, land that hasn't been stabilized by ancient magic is the territory of the unchosen ones."

That was exactly right.

As Horn said, the unchosen ones are born in unstabilized lands.

"Stabilized?"

"Yes. All the cities that exist now are in places that were stabilized in ancient times, and overgrown forests like this are unstabilized lands."

In other words, Litera wasn't the only place with remnants of ancient magic.

The territories where the Empire, the Republic, and all other nations and races lived were places where ancient stabilization magic had taken root.

"Of course, if you ask whether today's mages can't stabilize undeveloped regions, that's not the case, but it's not economically viable. It's something that requires gathering those who have reached the rank of archmage."

It was the common story of how the magical civilization that flourished in ancient times collapsed and declined for some reason, making it difficult to properly replicate now.

"Um... so what are these 'unchosen ones'?"

"Hmm, they're called Imper, and they're quite troublesome creatures. You've been lucky not to encounter them while traveling in the carriage so far, but you'll probably meet them at least once before reaching Litera, so you can see for yourself then."

"Ewww..."

Old man Horn, having finished what he wanted to say, shifted his position again and half-reclined, while the children, their curiosity still unsatisfied, exhaled with disappointment.

The unchosen ones, or the incomplete ones.

In regions like the northern snow country, Krepen's snowy mountains, beasts like wolves make their homes.

But in vast forests like this, the incomplete ones take root and live.

And these creatures called Imper were difficult to grasp just from words or descriptions.

People say they look quite disgusting, but is that description really sufficient?

I'm not sure.

The only impression I've had from encountering them several times was extreme terror.

And then.

"Hey, hey...! You crazy! Horses, breathe properly, damn it! Don't die from being out of breath, just run faster...!"

"Kyaaaah...! Ain, hurry! Drive faster! They're chasing us, they're chasing us...!!"

"I can't look... I can't look... I hate it, I hate things like that...!"

The mouth is one's enemy.

That night, we had to face terror.

The things called Imper cannot be defined simply by saying they look disgusting.

First of all, they have no eyes. Their nostrils are extremely large, and their mouths are split open all the way to where ears should be. Of course, they don't have ears either, just ear holes plainly exposed.

And their smooth, hairless skin could perhaps be considered a charm point of sorts.

But the way they approach on all fours, with their bizarrely long arms and legs that are disproportionate to their small bodies, making that eerie clacking sound—it sent shivers down my spine.

The sight of dozens of these creatures rushing toward our campsite, making the ground rumble—the contradiction of them having no eyes yet seeming to stare—

It was the first fear I felt since being dropped into this world.

"Ah, damn! My mouth is my enemy, my mouth is my enemy...! Hey, don't cling to the driver's seat, you crazy things!"

"Kyaaaah!!"

As I was kicking away those arms or legs that clung to the carriage dripping with fluid, old man Horn spoke again as if it wasn't a big deal.

"Hmm, I don't think these are worth making such a fuss about."

"Has the dwarf's aesthetic sense gone mad...! Damn, those nostrils are flaring like crazy! Get lost!"

Actually.

When I first encountered them on my journey, I never dreamed that the creatures I had only heard or read about would look like this.

"Still, they're weak, so you can just stab them with a knife and they'll die. To continue our conversation from earlier, individually they're weak, but the problem is there are too many of them, which is why ordinary villagers end up dying."

"Aaaah! W-we don't need to know about that anymore...!"

"See? It's better to experience it directly than just hear about it, you little brats."

Hmm, these are still the same.

Old man Horn muttered this and then pulled out a shield he had stuffed among the luggage and began removing the Imper that were clinging to the carriage one by one.

Thwack- Thwack-

The sound of his pounding echoed, and the sticky bodily fluids of the Imper covered the sides of the carriage.

"Ugh... Mr. Horn, please include a car wash when you repair the carriage."

"Shut up. I'm neither a carpenter nor an errand boy who does car washes, you damn youngster."

Thwack-

"No, you crazy..."

"You disrespectful punk. Good, now you can taste some suffering."

And the sticky fluid splattered all over my face as I was busy driving the carriage from the driver's seat.

"Mr. Horn... do you enjoy carriage overturning accidents?"

"Then we'd all become Imper food. Go ahead and try it, youngster."

Thwack- Thwack-

"Alright, I'm sorry! Please stop... mmph."

"These creatures have a satisfying feel when you crack their heads. Yes, it's been a long time."

I don't know about the satisfaction of cracking heads, but I just tasted something as bizarre as their appearance in my mouth.

This son of a...

And so until the moon began to set, until all the Imper charging at our carriage disappeared.

The children could only keep screaming, and I had to be covered in that sticky fluid all over my body due to old man Horn's petty revenge.

And then.

"Oh... fortunately. Ah, I needed Imper fluid that hasn't dried yet. Ain, please stay still. I'll collect some in a bottle..."

"..."

After last night's commotion, when we stopped the carriage briefly, there was only one person who was excited.

"Hmm, oh, there's even flesh near the eyes, wow... and brain fragments on the head. As expected, Ain is the best for material procurement."

"..."

If he had just laughed at my appearance, I would have had nothing to say, but there was one person who was removing the things stuck to my body with madness rather than mockery.

"You're always so helpful... only you, Ain. Hmm, now where did I put my tweezers...?"

"...Hey."

"Yes?"

"Do you really want to die?"

"W-what? What did I do wrong? I-I thanked you..."

If you needed materials, you should have jumped off the carriage in the middle of the night.

You bastard.
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A Letter.

To put it simply, it was something I had been receiving until quite recently.

It was sent to me as I waited from afar for his journey, which grew longer than expected.

I studied how to read just to understand that letter, which contained only a few lines.

I was curious about the feelings he wanted to convey to me, and I looked forward to discovering what emotions it might contain.

I didn't want to ask someone else to read his precious letter for me.

So I studied reading diligently, squeezing it into what little time I had.

Eventually, I became able to both read and write.

The overwhelming feeling I experienced when I first read his letter, those few lines of text, remains vivid in my memory.

I loved each slightly crooked character.

Each awkward and clumsy bit of his feelings made my heart flutter.

Even if the content wasn't particularly special, just seeing the facts we both knew listed out was quite thrilling.

So.

What's contained in a letter is his heart.

It's Ain's true feelings that couldn't be hidden, despite his attempts to suppress them or blur the letters to conceal them.

The emotions we had both kept hidden until the day we parted suddenly appeared in those letters, flowing from the intermittently sent messages and lodging in my heart.

And because of such things, I thought letters were truly wonderful.

I could keep each one in a storage box and cherish them dearly.

They remain clear in my memory, but I can also feel their warmth by gently touching them with my hands.

The inner feelings of a man as clumsy and inadequate as myself were gradually being conveyed to me.

So.

I smiled.

I hope my letters too flew to him filled with my feelings.






She was quite the talkative person.

Clunk-

"Ugh... so where are you from, Mage? I'm from Haven Kingdom. Do you know Haven Kingdom?"

"..."

Even crumpled up in the severely jolting cargo area of the carriage, she had crawled all the way to just behind the driver's seat to blurt that out.

"Hmm, since we're heading toward Sarabati Republic... you must be from the Empire! You're from Efrin Empire, right? Right?"

"...I'd appreciate it if you'd be quiet. I can't concentrate when you talk to me."

"Ah, I'm sorry."

She would apologize like this, but inevitably, about five minutes after closing her mouth, that impulsive mouth would open again.

So.

"By the way, Mage, are you perhaps someone important?"

"..."

"The carriage is nice, and there's so much luggage... Plus, mages are rare and precious people... Ah! You really are someone important!"

Her mouth opened again before even five minutes had passed.

It's noisy.

"Then, I, I don't know if I can be of help... but if it's okay with you, could you please take me to the Republic? I'd be grateful..."

"...Fine, just be quiet."

"Wow~ Thank you, Mage. As expected of someone important, you have a generous heart!"

She was so noisy that I couldn't even have distracting thoughts, forcing me to drive the carriage without even noticing the gentle sounds of the grass rustling.

Ironically, though I had felt lonely when traveling alone, now I found myself wishing to be alone again.


Last night.

As she hurriedly gulped down stew, she introduced herself without permission.

Eileen.

She claimed to be an adventurer by that name, smiling broadly despite her shabby appearance.

With stew smeared all around her mouth, licking the bowl clean out of hunger—it was quite a pitiful sight.

Of course, I didn't tell her my name.

I didn't want to reveal my identity to someone whose background I barely knew, so even as I listened to her rambling, I didn't share anything about myself.

Even though I treated her with half-hearted dismissal, I couldn't stop her from persistently clinging to me.

So.

If you ask why I didn't abandon her and allowed her to follow me.

I would say that memories of the help and affection once directed toward me came to mind, and I simply couldn't bring myself to drive her away.

Though I had selfishly chosen to follow Ain, I was still trying to be a good person in the process.




And so.

The carriage continued on and on until it faced the setting sun.

"Wow... the sunset is beautiful. Don't you think so, Mage?"

"Yes."

"Oh, you're answering me now?"

"..."

Though dark clouds had gathered, preventing the orange sky from reaching right in front of us, the sun was disappearing in the distance.

It was already leaping over the mountain ridge I was trying to cross, vanishing to the other side.

And.

Plop- Pitter-patter-

Despite the considerable time that had passed since last night, the raindrops hitting the carriage remained persistent.

The horses, wet and breathing heavily; the muddy ground soaked with puddles; the wooden planks of the carriage gradually filling with moisture.

As these things slowly came into view, we might need to stop and camp when night falls.

Being ash-colored, I couldn't just enter any city casually.


And.

Perhaps because of the rain, the scent of grass that brushed my nose was particularly strong.

It remained so until the sunset faded and even the purple twilight changed its hue, drawing a dark curtain.

However.

The thick scent of grass continued for quite some time, but gradually other smells mixed and tangled with it, transforming into something rather strange.

Rumble rumble-

The ground vibrated with such a sound.

Dozens of individual entities seemed to be approaching from all directions, as if tightening an encirclement.

A sticky, musty smell, different from that of an alley, grew increasingly stronger, causing me to slightly furrow my brow and mutter.

"...Something's coming."

"What...?"

"I don't know what it is, but they're coming from all directions."

So.

Crack-

Though the horses had already been struggling for quite some time, I whipped them once more to urge them on.

"I'm not sure... I don't sense anything...? Kyaaaah!! I-Imper! There's a group of Imper chasing us from behind...!!"

"What is that?"

"Those abandoned by the gods, tribes that weren't chosen...! Ugh... they look so disgusting...!!"

"..."

If they're called those abandoned by the gods, perhaps they're similar to me.

Looking at their appearance as they charge from afar, I'd have to say they were abandoned even more severely than I was.

But I didn't particularly feel disgust.

Perhaps I felt a sense of kinship?

As I said, I felt somewhat similar to them in that we were both abandoned by the gods and invoked hatred.

"Kyaaah!! Th-they're trying to cling to the carriage...! M-Mage, could you please do something about this...! Ugh!"

So.

I held the reins with one hand and extended the other.

I wanted to pray briefly for those poor creatures and recite an incantation.


"Ash dust."

"Spreading color..."


"...Ah."

However, I quickly shut my mouth mid-sentence.

I had naturally tried to use a familiar spell, but that one still involves ash dust flowing out.

Like the spell's words, it would spread ash dust everywhere.

"M-Mage...! Kyaah! It's clinging to me, it's clinging!"

Remembering that there was a shabby adventurer frantically shouting behind me, I uttered a different spell.


"Stars of the sky."

"They pour down upon me."


As soon as I recited the incantation, sparkling lights began to shower down from the sky.

Boom-

Like festival fireworks shot into the sky in days past, colorful lights rained down, striking first those creatures that had clung to the carriage.

Boom-

The pitiful horde, numbering dozens or perhaps well over a hundred.

They collided with an equally numerous shower of lights and burst like fireworks with a pop.

Thus, only the corpses of these abandoned creatures remained along the carriage's path.

"Wow... as expected of an amazing mage..."

"..."

The shower of lights continued to fall like a meteor shower, and the creatures, as if enchanted, charged forward only to burst their viscous bodily fluids.


And.

I waved my hand, drawing pictures in the sky until that somewhat sad spectacle ended.

I hoped that the light I poured down would bring peace to those creatures.

Thinking that I too might have been born as one of them.

The phrase "abandoned ones" resonated sadly within me.

Amusingly, I bowed my head to pray for their souls.

In other words.

For those of us abandoned by the gods, there exists a sense of kinship among the abandoned.
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Magic has always been fascinating.

The ashen landscapes that a certain woman used to create were beautiful and wondrous.

The streams of mana that the Empire's mages occasionally poured out near the Imperial Palace were also of that kind.

Even such displays of mana scattered by one person, or a few people, were enough to fill me with admiration.

No matter how many times I saw it, I never got used to it.

Of course, it made sense since it wasn't something one could see often, but I think it felt even more special because there wasn't a single mage among the companions I had managed to gather.

In other words.

Magic always created scenery that made your sense of reality float away and disappear beyond the horizon.

As if you had suddenly fallen into a dream, it bewitched people with impossible sights.

I would envy and envy again the lives of those blessed with mana from birth.

Then I would realize the reality that not even a handful of mana had been granted to me, and let out a regretful sigh.

So.

"Wooow..."

"Wow..."

"Oh..."

"..., Hmph. You all look like country bumpkins."

We couldn't help but marvel at the sight of Litera, the village where letters fly, which we had finally reached.

The scenery looked as if a boundary line had been drawn.

Beyond the village, the sky reflected the usual high blue ceiling, but inside the village's modest walls, countless letters floated about like flocks of birds.

"With so many letters flying around, some must be meant for us. Right, Tori?"

"Yeah. I wasn't expecting anything because Horn grandpa jinxed it."

"...These little brats are either taking after Ain, or they have no manners in how they speak."

So I ignored the voice coming from behind me and flicked the reins again to urge the horses forward.

There were already many people inside the village.

Adventure seekers with conspicuously strong muscles, mysterious women wrapped in robes.

Scouts spinning daggers on their hands and guides tapping the ground with their staffs.

Stern-looking old men and small children who looked like twins.

Ordinary-looking people and those who seemed to fall short of even ordinary.

People of all shapes and sizes were inside the village, hoping that the letters floating in the sky would fly to them.

"...There are more people than I expected."

"That's how many people cling to just those letters. Even though they won't receive any."

A single letter.

It might be useless to some, but to others, it's a lifeline they must cling to.

The strong desire it to climb higher.

The weak desire it to be saved from their miserable lives.

"Haha..., well, we're... a-anyway, we're only waiting a week before leaving. But I wonder if we'll even be able to find lodging..."

"Quack, there's no need to worry about that. Most of these people are too cheap to pay for lodging, so they'll sleep outside for a week and then leave. The inns are emptier than you'd think."

And I.

Let's just say I wanted something a bit different.

I was certainly seeking salvation, but it was salvation for a certain woman, not for myself.

I wanted something that belonged neither to the strong nor to the weak.

Anyway.

I flicked the reins, and the carriage entered the village.

"Let's go in."

"Yaaay~"

As our carriage crossed the village boundary, a bell rang from the sky with a deep dong.

The remnants of ancient magic thus announced throughout the village that new foolish ones had arrived.

However, not a single person paid attention to that sound.

The letters continued to flutter and circle in the sky, and people's gazes remained fixed not on us but on the sky above.

So I muttered quietly.

"...They're like fanatics."

"Well..., that's what they are. Desperation tends to create fanatics."

Old man Horn spat out the words as if with bitterness.

And as always, his deeply sunken eyes flickered with a light that seemed almost like the desperate gaze of those looking up at the sky.

Eyes lost in the past.

The dying flames of those drowning and flailing in their past.

I didn't like it, so I had to flick the reins again to urge the horses forward.

And so we went to the inn and unpacked.

"Come on, the price is way too high. These bastards aren't even seasonal merchants, yet they charge such inflated prices when they have customers flooding in every day?"

I grumbled, recalling how my hands had trembled as I handed over my money pouch just moments ago.

It was quite absurd how these deranged merchants were charging more than five times what other cities charged for lodging.

No matter how I looked at it, the inn's facilities seemed about five times worse than elsewhere.

And there was an old man who cackled and teased me.

"Of course they do. There are suckers just like you. They can easily fleece people who'll only stay for a week and never come back."

"...Then you're a sucker too, Horn sir. Since you're my companion."

"Why would I be a sucker when it's not my money, you idiot? Hmm, a free room really does have different air. Isn't that right, little ones?"

Old man Horn raised the corner of his mouth uncharacteristically and teased me while looking at my expression with satisfaction.

"Yes~"

"See that, sucker?"

"...I should have just made you sleep outside. This was unnecessary kindness."

As far as I could tell, all this old man had gained in his hundreds of years was an annoying way with words.

The way he patted the giggling children's heads was quite affectionate, but that gentleness certainly wasn't directed at me.

So I sighed deeply and turned my gaze to the scenery beyond the window.

All I could see were the countless letters we had seen when entering the village and the people reaching out toward them.

Especially noticeable were those with desperate expressions, yearning for the letters.

It seemed too intense and urgent to be just a week's worth of desperation.

The poignant emotion dwelling in their eyes continued to rise.

"Sir... are those desperate people really only waiting for a week?"

I simply couldn't believe that people with such expressions would wait just a week before shaking it off and leaving.

At my words, old man Horn let out a deep sigh, came to my side.

He raised his muscular hand and pointed to a middle-aged or elderly woman standing next to the central fountain in the village, looking up at the sky.

"...That woman. Do you see her?"

"Yes, you mean the elderly lady, right?"

He looked at the woman with a bitter expression for a moment before continuing.

"Yes, that woman was here 50 years ago when I last visited this place. Human years pass so quickly. I almost didn't recognize her."

"..."

"Back then, she was young and vibrant, but now she's become a hunched old lady. I didn't expect she'd still be waiting for a letter."

Fifty years.

For humans, that's about half a lifetime.

According to Horn, the elderly woman by the fountain had been waiting for a letter in this village for that long.

However.

"But sir, you said that if a letter doesn't come within a week, it won't come at all."

There was an unwritten rule that letters in Litera would be delivered within a week of arrival.

He had said that no one had ever received a letter after waiting beyond that deadline, whether it was a month, a year, or ten years.

"Of course they all know that. But knowing something and accepting it are two different matters."

"But still..."

"There are no 'buts' about it. If complaining would make letters available to everyone, why would people leave after waiting just a week?"

And this was something most people in the world considered obvious.

Even if one harbored a desperate longing for 50 years, the world is quite cruel and doesn't grant salvation for that level of desperation.

Letters are delivered only to selected individuals, not to ordinary, foolish people.

While letters exchanged between people are links that connect hearts, the letters that fly in this place are not of that kind.

Of course, I knew that much too.

There would have been no need to visit this distant place first just to receive a simple letter.

Still.

"...Still, if someone has waited for 50 years, couldn't they at least give them one letter? It can't be that difficult to send down just one letter."

The human heart is never constant, and it wavers even upon hearing the story of a complete stranger.

No matter how much I wish to be a rational person, I'm ultimately always an emotional one, so I hope such scenes wouldn't exist.

"...Even if you argue that way, the remnants of magic or the gods don't see it that way. What can we do... if being born insignificant is a fault, then it's a fault."

Nothing comes true just by wishing for it inwardly.

So I disliked this world a little, or actually quite a bit.

When looking back at the essence of things.

It feels as though even a single letter is too precious to give to minor characters like me, to those who haven't received a role.

It seems to say that their role is simply to desire and desire again, only to return to the earth.

It makes me think that the way the world works is completely unreasonable.

"...Tsk."

Yet since there wasn't much I could do about it, I clicked my tongue and covered the window with the curtain.

Besides.

"Young man, you're also hoping for something impossible. It's just that your target isn't these letters."

As Horn said, I was actually hoping for something even more impossible than they were.

I was struggling to change perceptions that had existed for hundreds of years, despite being nobody.

The Village Where Letters Fly, Litera.

After just one day of arriving here, I had decided it was quite a disagreeable place.

It was as romantic a place as I had thought, and yet not as romantic as I had thought.
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Magic is quite convenient.

What I always had to hide because of the swirling ash has now become a thing of the past.

Now I can use simple magic and low-powered spells just like ordinary mages.

With now-familiar hand movements, drawing patterns and muttering words, strange things happen around me.

In other words.

While magic might be familiar to me, it's strange and rare to others.

Sometimes even I feel like I'm being transported into a dreamscape.

I find myself wondering why such amazing magic can't completely erase the ash color, feeling regretful again and again.

Then I stare blankly at the mana flowing abundantly through my hands before making it scatter around me with a whoosh.

So.

"Wow~ Can't you show me just one more time?"

"..."

"Just once, just one more time, and I promise I'll keep quiet, okay?"

"That would be a waste of mana. And don't make promises you can't keep."

There was a voice constantly approaching the coachman's seat and pestering me.

Ever since we killed and drove away all the Imper creatures, there's been this shabby-looking adventurer staring at me with star-like sparkling eyes.

"But you just used magic, didn't you?"

"I was checking if there were any wild beasts or Imper groups around."

"So you can use it again in about five minutes, right?"

"..."

Despite the carriage moving forward and the forest being completely silent, she alone was responsible for all the noise.

While my head was full of thoughts and concerns, she kept chattering behind me, interrupting me.

So.

I.

"Magic user, magic user."

"Sigh... I apologize in advance."

"Huh? What are you sorry for?"

"Please shut up."

"...Yes."

Thanks to her, I uttered a curse word for the first time in my life.

After cursing, she became depressed and quiet as if by magic, crumpled up among the luggage, which made me feel a bit sorry for her.

Perhaps one curse word had a more magical effect than all my flowing mana and spells.

To be honest, I know many curse words.

The first words I heard as a child were often curses, and I frequently overheard customers at the grocery store using profanity.

Moreover, the elderly people chattering in the marketplace always mixed rough expressions into their speech.

It's not exactly wrong to say that when it comes to language, one learns curse words first.

I was just holding back because I wanted to be a good person and thought Ain would dislike it.

So.

Shut up before I say something worse, Eileen.

Anyway.

The concern I was turning over in my mind was how to move around in other cities, including the Republic, without being discovered.

First of all, I don't have an ID.

Being an orphan, abandoned immediately after birth.

I still don't have any official identity.

I received items from Master Yansen that could hide my identity, like a perception-reducing robe, a necklace, and a crystal orb, but an ID was a different matter.

So when I asked Master Yansen and Idrin about possible methods.

"Hmm, the best way would be to get a noble's endorsement. While endorsements from commoners like us are meaningless, those from nobles carry weight."

"However, since getting a noble's endorsement would be difficult, registering as an adventurer in the Republic and receiving an adventurer's license is probably your best option. Even if it's not treated as a full ID, that should be enough to avoid problems."

The two of them scratched their heads in concern as they each suggested a method.

I should be able to avoid being discovered by the wall guards.

Master Yansen said that with the robe, necklace, crystal orb, and a few other tools fully prepared, it would be difficult for anyone but an expert to recognize me.

So if I could just cross the wall into the Republic, safely reach the adventurer's guild, and register as an adventurer at a time when no experts were present in the guild.

"Magic user, magic user."

If I could just do that, it would certainly be possible.

Thinking about it, I concluded it was quite a simple task.

However, I couldn't figure out how to handle the problem if, by some small chance, my identity was discovered.

"Magic user? Hello~?"

I absolutely cannot kill innocent people.

That was the final line I had drawn for myself, my belief in becoming a good person.

Then perhaps I should just put everyone to sleep and escape?

But in that case, where would I get my ID?

Would it be possible to make one in another kingdom after failing in the Republic?

I'm not sure.

I thought it was right to stay in the Empire, but now that I've actually ventured outside, that fact is becoming even more apparent.

"Magic user~"

"..."

"Um, are you perhaps hungry? I'm feeling a bit hungry, haha..."

The only certain thing was that I needed to dump this shabby adventurer I'd allowed in the carriage's luggage compartment at the Republic as soon as possible.

She's a glutton.

She's incompetent.

She's just noisy.

She's useless.

And.

The time to part ways with Eileen came sooner than expected.

To put it simply, the reason was that she discovered my identity even before we reached the Republic.

I.

I clearly said I would move forward, that I would follow Ain and stand by his side.

But that determination alone wasn't enough to get through the dark night.

Although I'm more patient than before, there are still nights when I need to release emotions that have built up over days.

It was a day when I needed to release emotions that had only accumulated because I couldn't release them while traveling with Eileen.

In the forest, the landscape shaped by magic best resembles a campsite.

A pot over the campfire.

Tree stumps serving as chairs.

Thorn bushes to prevent beasts and Imper from intruding.

And though I'm embarrassed to say it directly, a beautiful woman and a shabby adventurer.

All these things blended well with the verdant forest, and I wanted today to end in such a manner.

"Mmm... It was delicious today too, magic user!"

"If you're done eating, please go to sleep now."

"Yes, I need to sleep quickly so we can leave early tomorrow!"

After telling Eileen, who had cleaned her bowl completely, to sleep first, I waited for her to pat her belly, close her eyes, and fall asleep.

Only then.

Would the time come when I could pour out all the emotions I had been suppressing for days.

So she falls asleep.

After watching her for a moment, I got up from my seat, nodded to the thorn bushes that parted with a rustle to make way for me, and headed into the forest a little distance away.

As soon as the campsite disappeared from view.

"Haah..."

Emotions flow out with my breath.

"Huu..."

Ash powder gradually rises, and cold sweat drips down.

Before I know it, my surroundings are tinged with ash color.

"Huuu..."

However.

I didn't immediately dig my nails into my forearms and thighs.

In the hazy forest, there was a crying sound, and I reached out my hand toward that direction.

Actually, I don't always need to release my emotions through self-harm.

The capital of the Empire was so peaceful and flowed so calmly that I had nowhere to release my emotions except on my own body.

But like those things I saw for the first time the other night, there were many things beyond the Empire on which I could pour out my emotions.

Beasts kneel before the law of survival of the fittest.

The poor creatures called Imper also seek rest.

So.

With trembling lips, I utter:

「Ash powder.」

「Spreading color.」

「It leaves no trace.」

Simultaneously, an enormous amount of ash powder bursts forth and pours in the direction of the sound.

Nothing remains where the ash powder passes.

Not trees.

Not grass.

Not beasts or Imper.

Leaving behind no sawdust, no dry grass, no bone powder—everything turns to ash and disappears.

So the mana I had been saving up will be used for slaughter during the dark night.

I thought this as I removed my robe and necklace.

Simple magic is fine, but I was told that if I pour out mana like water, the engraved magic circles would break, so I carefully took them off and placed them on the ground.

My ash-colored hair and ash-colored eyes, revealed after a long time, shimmer clearly as they reflect the moonlight.

"Ain."

The word that leaves my mouth is always filled with sticky and fluffy things.

"Ain."

With just those two syllables, I express all kinds of emotions, revealing sticky and shy things.

"I love you."

I love you.

"I like you."

I definitely like you.

"Ain."

I'm not sure if he can fully handle these emotions.

"Ain."

But I will pour them out.

Ain clearly told me to do as I please, so I will do what I want to do.

I.

"Ain."

As I called his name again, intending to pour out the accumulated and bundled emotions.

"Ah...? Uh, eh...?"

A voice that shouldn't be heard came from the landscape becoming covered in ash powder.

So I quickly turned my head in that direction.

My ash-colored hair fluttered in the wind, and my eyes met the moonlight, emitting an eerie glow.

"Ma-magic... user...?"

"...Eileen."

"Th-that... y-your hair... color is a-ash..."

Her face gradually turns pale. It was clearly an emotion of fear.

And the fact that she's not immediately expressing disgust is probably because she feels she might disappear like dust in the current landscape.

"I clearly told you to sleep."

"P-please... s-spare... ugh. Uweegh..."

"..."

Is that disgust toward the ash color? Or has extreme fear twisted her insides?

What's certain is that she was vomiting and crying, and her steps were hesitant with fear as she tried to move away from me.

"Ah, ugh... uah... p-please... spare me... I, p-please... ugh, sob..."

"..."

Extreme fear leads to a state of panic, and her hesitant legs give way, causing her to cry and sniffle like a child.

"Sob, uwub...! I-I, I won't t-tell anyone...! Ugh, ah..."

The fact that she won't be able to tell anyone is obvious just by looking at her current state.

A cowardly, weak, and shabby adventurer wouldn't be able to bear such a burden.

So I dispersed the ash powder and spoke to her.

"You may run away. I won't follow and kill you. Even if you don't believe the words of an ash-colored person, just take some food and your belongings from the carriage and leave first."

Again, I have no intention of killing innocent people.

I must be a good person, and I must not disappoint Ain.

"Ugh, ah... ah, uwub..."

"...I'll stay here for one more day before departing, so go."

So I speak again to Eileen, who is just trembling as if she can't believe my words.

Eileen, that shabby adventurer, finally begins to crawl away from me, dragging her collapsed legs.

"..."

As I watched her retreating figure, I scattered mana to kill the beasts and Imper that were growling around us.

It was a final consideration for her, who seemed like she might die soon due to her meager strength.

In other words.

This is normal.

Those who embraced me were abnormal.

So it's okay.

After all, I basically shouldn't have expected anything from people.

This journey began with the determination to endure everything.
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Letters fly like birds, decorating the sky.

Sometimes people ask if they could climb onto high rooftops and catch these letters with nets when no letters come to them.

They suggest that even if the letters aren't meant for you, you might as well grab someone else's and make it your own—there could be something useful in them.

This seemed entirely possible for skilled adventurers, mages, and knights.

There was no shortage of curious souls willing to directly challenge the remnants of ancient magic.

So, on any given day, you could find a few fools on the high rooftops of Litera, swinging their long nets to snatch at passing letters.

To answer the question: yes, letters could be caught with nets.

But once caught in the mesh, the letters would flutter desperately, twisting and turning.

And just as someone approached with gleaming eyes to reach into the net, the letter would simply dissolve like a phantom.

Then you'd hear the voices of the fools:

"Damn it! I almost had it!"

"Idiot, I told you we needed to grab it faster!"

These were the voices of people who wasted entire days trying again and again, refusing to believe others until they learned the hard way.

You could catch them in nets, but you couldn't actually take them.

That's the nature of ancient magic's remnants.

The letters that fill the village skies only begin to flutter strangely and hesitate when their intended recipients enter the village.

Some letters are clever, flying straight to their owners and whispering to continue their journey.

Others are quite stupid, only realizing after nearly a week, then rushing over in a panic.

So.

If the intended recipient never comes to the village, these letters will simply continue flying through the sky forever.

"Fifty years have passed... yet remarkably, the number of flying letters remains unchanged."

And when someone who was meant to receive a letter returns to the earth's embrace, losing their chance to ever receive it...

Only then does their letter also lose its purpose and vanish beyond the horizon.

"I suppose... people keep dying and being born. It's rather bitter to see it again."

And so another star of possibility the world once held fades away.

The episode ends, credits roll, and the role shown is "Village Person 1."

Clearly, a possibility that could have changed a world maintained by the same old cycle simply ends with an ordinary life.

So I quietly muttered:

"...If some actors don't want their roles, couldn't they share the leftover roles with these people?"

If these are opportunities that someone threw away and refused to take.

To that woman who's been desperately wishing for fifty years, or to those children with empty eyes holding onto tiny hopes.

To the twin siblings currently clinging to each of my legs, or to that old man scanning the scenery with deeply sunken eyes.

Couldn't they share at least one role with each of them?

"What nonsense are you talking about, youngster? Is speaking in riddles a habit you can't break?"

"Never mind. You don't even realize I'm thinking about you. Is this a dwarf racial trait?"

"...What a disrespectful brat. That's dwarf discrimination."

I thought about this as I walked.

Day two in Litera.

I dove into the scenery that remained unchanged even as morning arrived.

Actually, there's nothing that needs to be done in this village.

Like everyone else, you just spend a week waiting endlessly, hoping a letter will fly to you.

But I thought differently.

I kept thinking, to exist as myself.

"I wonder why."

"Wonder what, you fool?"

"Why can't people receive letters if they aren't selected?"

"...Are you losing your mind because you don't think you'll get one?"

It would be disappointing and unfortunate if I didn't receive one, but I wouldn't lose my mind over something like that.

I already went crazy once when I was young, when I saved the Ash-colored Witch and vowed to defy the world. If I went crazy again, I'd only return to being normal.

So that wasn't why I asked.

"Horn, think about it. The remnants of ancient magic can't just be some divine clockwork that God keeps winding up."

"Why are you so sure it's not? God is an omnipotent heavenly being, so it could be possible."

No.

God is certainly not omnipotent.

"God certainly exists, but merely exists and nothing more."

"...I have no idea what you're trying to say, youngster."

God is merely an observer who occasionally looks down from the high heavens and tilts their head at this world.

"In other words, they're observers, just continuously running the simulation hypothesis they created. That's surely how it is, except when there's a serious error."

He, or they, cannot see or hear what's hidden in the dark shadows.

If God knew everything and could do anything, he might have squashed an anomalous existence like me like a cockroach.

He would have taken measures before I could twist the flow of the story, distort the roles assigned to each person, and complicate the situation.

So someone who doesn't even do that wouldn't be bothering with the task of filtering letters in this small village.

"So what's your conclusion, anyway?"

"If this is happening solely due to the remnants of ancient magic, without divine intervention..."

Assuming God doesn't intervene in what happens here—and I was convinced of this—I formed a hypothesis.

"Since it's magic, even if ancient, couldn't people who normally can't receive letters get them if they fulfill the activation conditions?"

And I thought those activation conditions involved the assignment of roles.

"...You're completely insane. Now we have a madman who thinks he can defy ancient magic."

"Of course. If I weren't crazy, I wouldn't have said I'd save the Ash-colored Witch while living in this world."

"Ah, right. You were already a madman. I was mistaken, youngster."

To that sorrowful woman who's just Village Person 1, to those children who are just Orphan 1 who simply lost their parents.

To the twin siblings whose eyes sparkle beside me, to the dwarf elder who sighs and shakes his head.

To the quack doctor who claps his hands saying my idea isn't bad.

If they could be assigned roles significant enough to receive letters, then perhaps the magic would activate and letters would be delivered to them.

There was a good chance it wouldn't work, but I wanted to at least try during our one-week time limit.

If there was no divine intervention, this was ultimately just simple magic.

For characters on the stage of a novel, no better reason was needed.

That was my conclusion.

This was a thought I could have only because I came from outside the novel.

I.

I thought this way to exist as myself.

Because I didn't want to end my story as just a simple villager, because I was a traveler carrying a foolish dream.

I thought I needed to have ideas befitting that role.

And.

"Sigh... So what should we do first, youngster?"

"Tell us what we need to do too!"

"Haha... As expected of Ain. If there's anything I can help with, please let me know..."

The people around me were just as foolish and crazy as I was.

We looked at each other and grinned.

Role assignment.

I said it grandly, but my method was about how much impact these people could have on the world.

Even if they couldn't become figures who make tremendous impact and change the world, could they at least create small changes?

I thought it would start with planting even the smallest possibility.

People who could lead the story.

Characters who could write their own episodes.

Or.

Unlike rebels who could twist and distort the ridiculous concept of predetermined fate and defy God.

Unlike such people, those who only evoke emotional pity didn't have such qualities.

Simply yearning, craving, wishing, and praying for letters—that wasn't their determination, but merely desperation blooming from despair.

For those who only looked for letters, the letters needed to become means, not ends.

They needed to move forward.

Not to receive a letter, achieve their goal, and then collapse, but to embrace the letter and move forward, leaving their name in the world.

So.

"So part of your plan is to fix those despairing expressions?"

"Yes, and as a bonus, fix your rotten fish eyes too, old man."

For now, I wanted to at least spark hope in the eyes of those who looked like they might collapse and die soon, or plant some small emotion other than desperation.

"...My eyes shine much brighter and look better than yours, youngster."

"How enviable. Despite always getting depressed and hiding in corners."

That's all I can do for them.

"Hey, you disrespectful brat."

"What? You need to get a letter too, old man Horn."

They aren't my companions, and I can't take responsibility for their entire lives.

During the few days I'll stay here, my emotional impulses and choices went that far.

"We don't even know if this is the right answer!"

"Doing something is better than nothing. If you have better ideas, share them."

Additionally, I needed to fan the sparks my companions carried.

"Sigh... Let's go, kids. Quack, you hurry up too."

"Yes~ Fighting!"

"Haha... let's go quickly..."

I needed to repay these people who believed in and followed my choices.

So.

I'll create stepping stones for them to walk on.

And then I'll claim my own letter.
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Two days have passed.

I've been staying in the same place for one more day than the promised time of one day.

The reason I'm staying one more day than I said I would...

It was because I thought I could easily catch up to that shabby woman who had gone ahead without a carriage in just one day.

It was because I kept remembering the back of that adventurer who ran away from me last night, sniveling with tears and snot.

It was because I saw those trembling gestures and eyes, terrified by my mere presence, and ridiculously, just like when we first met, the space between those legs that had wet themselves again.

For these reasons, I was still staying in the forest today.

With nothing much to do, I hid my carriage in the tall grass and ventured into the forest scenery.

I erased all traces of Imper completely, and unlike before, I killed animals in one swift move.

Though I said there wasn't much to do, killing animals is actually necessary for me.

In other words...

I've already eaten all the meat I brought from the Empire.

All that's left is jerky and similar things that can be chewed on for a long time.

So I had to clumsily cut up animal carcasses, skin them, remove all the innards, sometimes getting blood splattered on my face, all to diligently secure meat.

Otherwise, what I'd have to eat from tonight would be stew full of nothing but grass. Or pieces of tough jerky that make my jaw ache from chewing.

So...

Looking at the chunks of meat that had become rags due to my crude knife skills, I was momentarily speechless, but still... I thought, at least I have meat.

After freezing the collected meat with magic and placing it in a wooden box, I felt quite fulfilled.

And now I'm kneeling in the middle of the forest, chewing on some grass.

I found a plant that looked similar to one illustrated in the thick biology encyclopedia I'm holding, so I put it in my mouth and chewed.

"..."

So to give my review.

Yes.

It's bitter.

After just a few chews, my entire mouth feels bitter and stinging.

So it seems to be the same type of grass as in the encyclopedia, but I'm questioning whether it's actually edible for humans, so I spat it out with a "bleh."

Idrin.

Even if it's a beneficial plant, you should have told me if it tastes good and is edible.

What good is a component that helps suppress emotions?

The taste is so bad that I simply cannot swallow it.

After spitting out all the bitter grass that had filled my mouth, I plopped down on the ground.

Come to think of it, when I was young, I used to eagerly eat even spoiled food.

I used to fill my mouth with foul-smelling things and swallow them, thinking how fortunate I was to have something to eat that day.

It's a bit ridiculous that I now wrinkle my nose and spit out just a handful of bitter grass.

It's absurd how my palate has become so picky just because my living environment has changed a bit.

However.

I didn't like that such thoughts were filling my head, so I opened the encyclopedia again and compared the illustrations with the forest scenery.

Looking around, I grabbed another plant that looked similar to one in the biology encyclopedia, pulled it out, dusted off the soil, and stuffed it into my mouth.

With blank eyes staring at the sky, I chewed the green plant filling my mouth.

"..."

Yes.

It was certainly bitter with a somewhat strong aroma rising up.

But thinking differently, this one seems a bit tasty. At least compared to what I just spat out, it's quite delicious.

So I think this would be sufficient as an ingredient for tonight's stew.

With that thought, I plucked more of the same herb and put it in my bag.

I felt like I was doing odd things with nothing better to do, but expanding knowledge and gaining experience is quite important.

Especially for someone as lacking and ignorant as me, who can't realize things without directly encountering them.

And so the second day passes.

It's time to move on again.

A path that just continues can be a bit tedious.

The same road repeats, the same scenery repeats.

The same morning, the same lunch, and the same dinner just keep repeating.

Even if it was quite exciting and heart-pounding at first, now there's nothing that stirs any particular emotion even at a glance.

So my mind starts to fill with thoughts of Ain again.

I wonder.

Did Ain also forge ahead through scenery like this?

I want to ask.

Didn't he find it boring when these things kept repeating?

I want to find out.

Would there be strong traces of him somewhere on this road, or in the Sarabati Republic where I'm heading?

And.

Where might he be right now?

"Ain..."

Of course, I'm not completely clueless.

I didn't set off unprepared without any plan.

For now, I was heading to the republic where he was said to have stayed, intending to read his traces when I arrived there.

My magic would help me track his traces, but I needed to go to where those traces remained to read them.

Due to my still inadequate magic, I had to endure such inconvenience and risk.

So.

I want to see you soon.

Ain.

I want to run to you, embrace you, and tell you my feelings.

I adore you.

I like you.

I certainly love you.

I want to whisper all those emotions in your ear.

And with those thoughts, I twisted my body.

"Hmm..."

Lately, whenever I think of Ain, my body seems to get hot.

After becoming aware of the nature of my feelings, I keep feeling breathless and like my stomach is being pressed.

I keep twitching, my face flushes, and saliva pools in my mouth, threatening to drip.

Ridiculously, after realizing the emotion of love, another connected emotion has sprouted.

Yet, not knowing what this is either, it keeps making me yearn.

"Haah..."

Finally, after exhaling my increasingly rapid breaths, I swung the reins hard to urge the horses on.

The intensity of my emotions is growing stronger and more intense, but that's okay.

When I meet Ain and release all these emotions, the problem will be solved.

Surely it will.

And so.

As I continue on for quite some time, small villages appear occasionally beneath the mountain range draped in sunset.

At the end of the continuing road, far away, lights flickered earnestly, expressing human warmth.

The sky changed from orange to purple, and from purple to a dark veil, making the flames appear even more vivid.

So I naturally drove the carriage toward that village.

As the village lights grew closer and their modest, peaceful scenery was about to color my surroundings...

I stopped the carriage, looking at the scenery with eyes full of worry.

"..."

Ridiculously, it was because I remembered the shabby adventurer named Eileen.

Although it's been almost four days since we parted, as I drove the carriage slowly, her silhouette vaguely came to mind.

In other words.

Just as I might have ruined that adventurer's once-smiling face, I thought I might also ruin that peaceful scenery.

I hesitated to enter, thinking there was nothing I particularly needed there except for human warmth.

I was reluctant to go in.

Though it's a small village and surely no one would recognize my identity, I can't forget that face contorted with fear while looking at me.

So I drove the carriage to a low hill a bit away from the village.

I parked the carriage appropriately, gave plenty of hay to the horses.

With a pouch of jerky in hand, I sat on the ground and gazed at the village lights.

As the sky darkened, those lights became more vivid, looking quite warm, so I gestured to light a fire.

Seeing small figures gathering and heading somewhere, I stroked the horses that had come to lie down beside me.

Equally warm, equally together.

So.

Yes.

Today, there's no need to enter the village.

I got meat in the forest, and various herbs too.

Besides, sleeping outdoors is quite familiar to me.

I don't want to intrude on that scenery and possibly disturb those shy colors.

I'm fine.

Thinking back to my childhood, this is quite familiar to me.

Absentmindedly, I pick up a piece of jerky and put it in my mouth.

The salty, savory taste swirls in my mouth, washing away the somewhat sad emotions.

So I'm fine.
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Horn has a past.

A past that he doesn't share with others, keeping it hidden deep in his heart.

It's something that has remained unchanged for 50 years until the present, always making the old man lonely.

For the dwarf elder who had left his territory alone and stepped into human lands, new things were simply difficult.

The customs were different, the culture was different.

The food was different, and even the accommodations were all different.

They were so foreign to each other that there was hardly anything that fit together.

And after living through these challenges for 1 year, then 10 years, by the time enough years had passed for the landscape to change a couple of times...

Horn, with a small flame in his deeply sunken eyes, headed toward a small village where they said precious things would fly in.

There, he met many people.

Everyone had come to obtain something precious, just like the old man, and everyone looked up at the sky with hidden reasons.

How long had Horn spent in a place where decisions were said to be made within a week?

10 days, or perhaps 100 days.

Maybe he had let about a year pass by.

During that time, he had become familiar with some faces.

There were a few people who, like the old man, were foolish and naive, endlessly hoping for precious things to fly in.

After a year passed, Horn finally gave up and left Litera, but...

When he returned 50 years later, there was still a woman gazing at the sky in front of the fountain.

What had once been a woman in her twenties, in the prime of her youth, was now an elderly woman with aged features.

The bitter scenery that had once been filled with familiar faces was now a faint landscape with only that one woman remaining.

And so.

Horn stared at the scene for a moment, then clicked his tongue and stepped inside.

"Hey, it's been a while."

"..."

Horn's gruff voice reached the fountain and carried to the woman who was staring blankly at the sky, but she just continued gazing upward with hollow eyes.

"..., Tersi. You've aged a lot. In just that time, you've come to look similar to me."

And when he called that name he had remembered despite the long years, those hollow eyes turned toward the old man.

"Mr. Horn...?"

"Yes, it's Horn."

Her voice was severely cracked as if she hadn't spoken for a long time, and Horn smiled bitterly as he heard it.

"It's really..., really been a long, time..."

"..., A full 50 years."

"Ha, ha.... I never thought, you would say, that... You said time doesn't, cough, really matter to dwarves..."

"That's dwarf discrimination, kid."

"..., Haha. You're still, the same..."

While 50 years might indeed be meaningless to a dwarf who lives well over a thousand years...

For the old man living among humans, it now held a different meaning.

Though it might be a time without any changes for the old man, he had come to realize it was a time when the humans around him grew old and faced death.

So as Horn looked at the woman before him, the emotions knotted inside him began to flow out bit by bit.

"..., Did everyone else give up and leave?"

"Give up..., if returning to the earth, after dying first can be called giving up..., then I suppose that's what it is..."

"..., I see."

Recalling the faces of those who had returned to the earth during those 50 years, he felt a bitter taste and had to spit on the ground.

And the hollow-eyed woman, curious, finally spoke to the old man who had returned to Litera after all this time.

"You gave up long ago..., so why, did you come back...?"

"..."

"Cough.... Are you thinking, of asking again...?"

The reason Horn returned.

It wasn't by his own will, nor was it what he had wished for.

Rather.

"No, I didn't come for my letter. Just..., I came for some youngster's dream."

"..., You...?"

"Yes."

It was the wish of a human who had pulled the old man out of his past that was gradually sinking and consuming him.

"Ha, ha.... You're still, as bad at lying as ever.... You never gave, up either."

"..., What are you saying?"

"You look quite different, from before..., it's good to see. You've even become, more fluent in speaking...."

And saving the woman before him was also that foolish human's wish.

The old man simply rationalized it that way as he continued the conversation with the woman, hoping that something other than despair would take root in her features.

********

There are twin siblings who now live under different names.

There are children who became orphans when their parents died in conflicts between nations.

Abandoned children.

Small children who must live with only each other.

Could the word "hope" have any meaning for children who had nothing and were collapsed on the streets?

Since there were no merciful people to add new firewood to dying embers, since no one could afford to care for children when everyone was struggling to survive themselves...

The twin siblings were just holding each other, waiting for the day they would die.

However.

Now they have hope.

Now they want to move forward.

"Tori, should we go over to those children over there?"

"Not a bad idea, Yaki."

They call each other by their new names and smile brightly.

And it was clearly something accomplished by an unremarkable man.

Because there was one foolish person who would add new firewood to dying embers, because there was a man who would care for children despite his own difficult life...

The twin siblings got up from where they had collapsed and began to follow him.

"Hello, kids?" they said in unison.

"Who are you...?"

They approached children who were losing hope, just as they themselves had been before being saved by that man.

"We came to receive letters too. Right, Tori!"

"That's right. We came to get something precious."

They became twin siblings who smiled brightly and extended their hands.

They wish.

They wish there would be no children who must die lonely.

They wish there would be no children who lose their parents, or are abandoned by them, and collapse on the streets.

"Aren't you hungry? Would you like us to share our bread?" they asked together.

At the very least, they hope that the children right before their eyes, who are starving yet hoping for letters, will be saved.

********

Avery.

What was the reason he wanted to become a doctor who could defeat plagues?

Was it when the villagers began to cough and collapse one by one?

Or was it when his parents and younger sister finally began to groan like the other villagers?

Or perhaps it was when the priests from the temple, who had come to assess the epidemic situation, just shook their heads and left.

In truth, even he didn't know well.

After all, he had no divine power, no mana, only ordinariness.

No matter how hard he tried and tried again, the heights he could reach were merely that of an ordinary hill.

When he alone escaped from the village where everyone had died from the plague and arrived at the neighboring city, Avery laughed emptily.

There was nothing he could do.

He was powerless and ignorant, unable to do anything with his own hands.

An ordinary man who couldn't grasp anything could only eat meals and sleep.

So.

Avery probably began to read books aimlessly from that time.

Despite barely earning enough to live day by day, he went to the library and read books without direction.

It was the stubbornness that could only be expressed by a man who couldn't grasp anything.

It was something that could only be wished for by a simple young man from a small village who had lived wanting to become a farmer like his parents.

That he wanted to save people.

That he wanted to live a life for people.

That he would strive to save people, even if he failed again and again.

"Haha..., hello.... You don't look well, so I came to examine you. Despite my appearance, I'm actually a doctor...."

"Um.... Are you really a doctor...?"

"O-of course. I'm a doctor who strives to save people..., that kind of doctor."

Avery thought this as he took a step forward.

"Hmm..., I'm not exactly sure, but for now..., would you like to try drinking this potion...?"

"No..., if you're not sure, why...."

"Ah, it's fine. Haha..., it's not something that will kill you if you drink it..., so there's no problem."

He approached the shabby-looking people who were only looking at the letters from the sky.

He examined them and offered the potions he had brought in abundance.

Although it might seem a bit eccentric and untrustworthy.

It was a pure heart that truly cared for people, again and again.

********

And so, on the evening of the third day, there are companions returning to their lodgings to rest from their fatigue.

"Kids, you did well today, right?"

"Yes~ We talked with the children and shared bread with them!"

"Good job, tomorrow do the same but feel free to get closer to them, and maybe share some dream-like stories."

"Don't worry!"

Hmm, it seems the twins did well.

Then the next person.

"Old man, perhaps..."

"I've been talking with her, but I'm not sure what can change with just me. Too much time has already passed."

"Hmm..., we can stay a little longer than a week, so please continue for now."

"Alright, youngster."

The old man seemed to be making efforts in his own way.

It was actually enough that Horn was maintaining conversations with that level of determination.

Then.

The last person.

"Avery."

"Haha..., there, there was someone who got a rash after drinking the potion I gave them. But, it's fine. There was no problem at all."

"..."

"I'll, I'll try harder tomorrow. Haha.... Ah, allergic reactions just need to be calmed within three times, right...?"

"You... *sigh*. No, let's not say anything."

"Haha..."

Why does this guy always make me so anxious?

Avery just smiled awkwardly.

I don't even know what to do with him anymore.
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Hello!

I'm Eileen...? from Haven Kingdom!

To put it simply, I've had a dream of wandering the world since I was young!

The vast green meadows, the long stretching rivers, the emerald-colored shimmering beaches!

I wanted to see them in person, to exclaim in wonder at them, not just look at pictures drawn in newspapers or sketched in books!

However, I'm just a fragile girl....

It's embarrassing to say myself, but I'm just a somewhat pretty and delicate girl, so my parents trampled, crushed, and invaded my dream, preventing me from even imagining it.

They said people should live lives that suit their circumstances, and that there were mountains of things I needed to do, so they couldn't allow it.

I found that a bit sad.

I desperately wanted and wished to travel, but the reality that I couldn't get permission was truly sad.

So.

I remember spending days crying and pleading with my parents.

And despite all that effort, I ultimately failed to persuade them, so there was the foolish me who childishly ran away alone in the middle of the night.

Everyone would say that was definitely a stupid, stupid choice, certainly a foolish and ignorant decision.

But.

Because there was nothing I wanted more than this, I thought I absolutely wanted to experience it while I was still young.

So I took the few coins I had saved, put on the robes and clothes I had bought, arranged for a carriage, and left the kingdom.

I was heading to the republic to become an adventurer.

Hmm hmm.

At first, I was so excited!

The sky was blue, and the forest path rustled with the wind, giving off a pleasant scent!

One day passed, then two.

I learned that a carriage is a mode of transportation that makes your back hurt more than expected, but even then, my heart was still pounding with all sorts of imaginations and fantasies!

Because I was running toward my dream.


However.

It didn't take long for me to realize why my parents had to worry and hold me back, why they had to trample my dream so mercilessly.

The dark night without a single light was scary.

The chilly wind blowing from the forest gave me goosebumps.

The jerky pieces and dried rations I had been eating for days were starting to get tiresome.

And.

The Imper that suddenly appeared was extremely creepy and terrifying....

For someone like me with no power, it was truly a dangerous, dangerous creature.

So I had to hurriedly get on the carriage with the coachman, who was just as terrified as I was, and drive the horses away.


How long had I been traveling?

A week? Or maybe a little longer?

My hopeful dream was trampled and ignored even without my parents doing it.

When the carriage wheel broke on the path crossing through the mountains, and unknown crying sounds were heard.

When the coachman driving the horses fled in fear, taking only the horses and abandoning me.

I realized that a forest scene gradually turning red with the sunset while rain quietly begins to fall is truly just frightening.

And I sensed it.

Staying in the carriage with the broken wheel while the rain intensified would only shelter me from the rain but would make me prey for beasts or Imper.

So I gathered my modest belongings, wrapped myself in my robe, and fled from the carriage.

The muddy ground that had formed was grabbing at my legs, the darkening sky was intimidating me.

I had to run along the path, falling over and over, becoming a miserable sight.

Because I was scared.

Because I was directly experiencing what happens when you don't listen to your parents.


So.

Around the time when some unknown crying sound that came at regular intervals was making my whole body shiver.

I could see a small smoke rising to the sky.

Even though it wasn't a scene where a village was visible yet, I could see the smoke of a fire rising gently from within the forest.

A person.

A traveler, or maybe an adventurer.

It was definitely a trace of someone who had lit a fire.

So I approached that smoke, falling over and over again.

Fortunately, I was able to find a campfire, a pot, and a person sitting in front of them.

Growl-

In the midst of holding back because I had little food, I made such an embarrassing sound when I saw a person and my tension eased.

I stepped toward that scene.

And carefully spoke to the person sitting in front of the campfire.

"Excuse me...."

"Ah."

I fell over when I saw the brilliant-colored mana suddenly shooting toward me.

"Eek! I-I surrender...! I-I was just going to tell you... that your pot is burning...!"

"...."

Facing those coldly shining eyes, I was so scared that I made such a ridiculous first impression.

My bottom was wet.

My palm that had touched a thorn was stinging.

But.

What was most pitiful was that I had involuntarily wet myself.

That's how I met the beautiful mage, with a tearful face.


She was kind!

She was a kind person.

She let me, who had nothing, ride in her carriage, and promised to take me to the republic.

She was such a great mage that she could instantly defeat dozens of Imper that had terrified me the night before.


So.

I think I trusted that mage very much while also feeling comfortable around her.

Despite being a free passenger who was nothing, I should have just listened well and followed orders.

But captivated by that beautiful and wonderful appearance, I unknowingly acted beyond my place.

When told to just go to sleep, I should have just gone to sleep.

Why did I worry when I woke up from snoring sleep to find the mage wasn't around?

With that worry, trembling and wandering through the forest looking for the mage, I finally discovered her identity.

"M-mage...?"

"..., Eileen."

Ash.

Ash-colored.

"T-t-that... h-h-hair... c-color is a-ash...."

It was that scary thing I had only seen in newspapers.

It was disrespectful to even compare it to simple Imper and beasts, dark nights and chilly winds.

"I clearly told you to sleep."

"S-sa... s-spare... m-me, uweeek...."

"...."

I knew it was a rude thing to say.

I knew it was definitely disrespectful to the person who had been feeding me, letting me sleep, and giving me a carriage ride to the republic.

I'm stupid and ignorant and foolish, but.

"Ah, uh.... uah..., p-please... s-spare... me.... I, p-please... s-spare.... sob, sniff...."

"...."

I could clearly understand that these words I was stammering would hurt her.

However.

Have you ever felt extreme fear?

Have you ever thought that your existence might be instantly annihilated and disappear from the world forever?

I unknowingly felt that.

I only realized that my mouth was uttering words without going through my head, and my sensory organs were losing their functions, only making me drip all sorts of fluids.

It's disrespectful.

Such words will definitely hurt the beautiful mage.

So I should stop.

I should speak normally, act normally.

"Sob, uwub.... I-I, I, I-I, w-won't... tell... anyone..., uh, ah...."

Not these words.

"You may run away. I won't follow and kill you. Even if you don't believe the words of an ash-colored one, just take some food and your belongings from the carriage and leave first."

"Uh, ah.... ah, uwub...."

"..., I'll stay here one more day before departing, so go."

Ah....

I'm sorry.

I'm truly sorry, mage.

It's not my true feelings.

That's what I wanted to say.

However, my body was only trying to crawl away from her while drooling.

I.

I'm a girl who doesn't know gratitude.

Even in this situation, I'm a damn girl who's grabbing my belongings and running away along the path.




So.

After about two days, I arrived at a small village, paid for a new carriage there, and once again proceeded along the path.

I was dazed.

Just dazed and stunned, not knowing what to do.

I just nodded at the coachman's words that we would reach the republic in two days, and kept staring at the sky endlessly.

But.

Who are those people?

Who on earth are those people who suddenly appeared from the forest and are rushing toward the carriage....

Crash-

The carriage tipped over to the side.

The door opened, and there was a large hand roughly grabbing me, so I was helplessly dragged out.

"Mmph...."

"Hey! Take this girl! We can all have a turn with her and then sell her at the black market!"

Ah.

The punishment for my disrespectful and hurtful actions came right away.

In the end, I had to pay for my sins.







********







People who don't know I'm ash-colored are quite friendly.

When I was slowly driving the carriage through the village, the guard standing in front was the first to speak to me.

"Hmm? Are you perhaps an adventurer, miss?"

"I'm a traveler. I haven't registered as an adventurer yet."

"Hmm, don't tell me you're traveling alone?"

"Yes, I have somewhere I need to go."

Even though we were meeting for the first time, the guard looked at me with a worried expression.

"That's very reckless.... Just in case, be careful on the mountain paths. I've heard that bandits have settled around here recently, targeting travelers or adventurers who travel alone. Especially pretty girls like you are more likely to be targeted."

So there were bandits.

There was a reason to worry.

"Thank you for the advice. I'll be careful."

"Yeah, have a good journey."

"Yes, goodbye then."

I wondered if I was really the one who needed to be careful, but I thanked the guard who gave me the advice.

However.

Let's say, bandits are bad people. They are definitely people with sins.

So I hope they don't catch my eye. I hope they don't approach me and create more sins.

Because I wasn't in a good mood right now.




So my journey continues calmly and smoothly, contrary to the guard's concerns.

Since I'll probably reach the republic in a day or two, I'm just proceeding while occasionally scanning the green forest path.

It's peaceful.

Since there's nothing likely to jump out and threaten me on such a forest path, my mind has calmed down and I'm only thinking about Ain.

How will Ain react when I find him and greet him?

Will he be happy? Or will he be surprised?

If he's already received the letter I sent, he might be expecting it to some extent.

I'm hoping he'll be surprised and give me a bright smile.

When I'm in his arms, I hope he'll stroke my head with his gentle hand, and then gradually move down to place his hand on my waist.

I hope he'll hug me tightly enough to fill me with ticklish feelings and whisper that he missed me.

Ain.

I hope there are plenty of his traces left in the republic.

I want to trace and follow his footsteps one by one.


So.

- Mmph...! Mmph!

- Ah, this damn girl. She's resisting so much. Should we just kill her and then do it?

- We need to keep her alive if we want to sell her, idiot.

"...."

My imagination and fantasies were interrupted by someone's, or rather, a familiar scream coming from the forest.

The men's voices that followed made me frown.

- Mmph...! Ugh....

- Ah, right. Hitting is fine, right? You, just get beaten up first.

I thought it wasn't my business so I could just pass by, it wasn't Ain or anyone who helped me so I didn't need to care.

Thinking that, I gripped the reins.

And now I just needed to swing the reins to urge the horses on.

- Augh....

- Ah, damn girl. Now she's finally staying still.

However.

My thoughts all connect to Ain and come to a conclusion.

What would Ain have done?

Would Ain have just passed by? Or would he have rushed there to save her?

Actually, such questions just briefly cross my mind.

Recalling childhood scenes, Ain blocked the hero's path, and he beat up the children who were throwing stones at me.

He was someone who took the side of the weak.

And.

Ain would definitely not want me to ignore those screams and pass by.

Because I know his inner thoughts, wanting me to be a good person, wanting me to do good deeds.

Because I know his thorny path that he's walking for unworthy me.



"The bird that roams the sky."

"The mouse that rules the night."

"In that world, I look up."



I scattered ash powder.

My vision expands.

What belonged to the birds flying in the sky becomes mine, what belonged to the beasts wandering in the forest becomes mine.

With a wider vision and senses, I locate where the screams were coming from.

I found it.

It becomes clearer to see and hear.

So I chanted another spell.



"The stars in the sky."

"They pour down upon me."



Since she fears ash-color, I made brilliant light pour down instead.

- W-what...! Hey, what is that...!

- Argh! M-my arm...! My arm, damn it...!

I don't harm innocent people.

So conversely, it's not a problem if I harm guilty people.

And.

Bandits who kidnap, rape, and sell people are definitely sinners.

So I approach that place while pouring down light from the sky.

Even as I walk with thudding footsteps, screams continue to be heard.

The scene viewed from the sky has already turned red, becoming a little, actually quite brutal.

The woman trembling in the midst of it.

Eileen was crying like that, with all her clothes stripped off.

Whether it's okay for me to approach such a woman, I'm still not sure.

However, I put my hesitant feelings inside and stepped into that scene.

And walking through the bandits who were groaning but not dead, I approached her.

"..., Aah."

"I'll take you to the republic."

"Ah, uh...."

The two eyes looking at me were wide open, and her face was already covered in tears and snot like before.

I thought she felt fear toward me again.

I thought she would tremble and beg for her life like she did that night when she saw me dyed in ash-color.

Was it right to leave her alone after all?

Or should I have just dealt with the bandits and not approached?

I.

Humans are difficult for me.

Human relationships are so difficult and complicated that they still feel hard for me.

The sight of a woman continuing to cry while looking at me in a scene where blood was flowing was quite like that.


So.

"Sniff, I'm sorry for... saying hurtful things...."

"...."

Don't come near me because I'm scary.

Or thank you for saving me.

Or if not that, then I hate ash-color.

There should have been such words, but the woman who apologized first, I just couldn't understand.

"I'm sorry..., I apologize, mage.... Sob, sniff..., for speaking badly, for acting disrespectfully..., I'm sorry...."

"...."

Why is she apologizing?

Let's say, her reaction was quite normal for people.

The fear of dying from ash-color was somewhat justified.

Yet she kept apologizing to me.

"I'm sorry..., I'm sorry.... For speaking... harshly.... Sob, sniff. I apologize, mage...."

"...."

The tension that had built up unnecessarily eases.

The worry I had been holding that she might look at me with fear again slips away.

So I approached the naked, crying woman and put my robe over her.

"Mage..., sniff. Sob, I'm sorry..., I apologize...."

And.

I spoke.

"Not mage, but Asha. My name is Asha."

As I said, my name is Asha.

I have a good name, Asha, not a strange title like mage.

"Sob..., sniff. Miss Asha...."

"I'll give you a ride to the republic, so follow me."

So I extended my hand to her.

"I, I.... My legs are weak."

"Then let me carry you for now."

Hearing that her legs were weak and hard to move, I sighed deeply and opened my arms.

"But, sniff.... Sob, I wet myself...."

"..., You really are something."

At the words that followed, I was so dumbfounded that I just held my forehead.

Ch.70 - Episode 1-a. The Village Where Letters Fly (6)
# Episode 1-a. The Village Where Letters Fly

Time continues to flow.

What was one day becomes two, what was two days becomes three, then four.

And so it passes five days and becomes six.

Before we know it, we're racing toward the end of the designated time of one week.

We haven't accomplished anything in that time.

The eyes of those we're helping have begun to sparkle with a slightly brighter flame, and my companions also seem to find fulfillment in the work they're doing.

Ironically, apart from filling our own sense of satisfaction, neither they nor we have received any letters.

I was feeling somewhat bitter about this, and perhaps my inner thoughts showed on my face, because my companions each tossed a comment my way before heading out of the lodging.

"Ain, it's okay if you don't get a letter! You're the one guiding us anyway, right?"

"That's right, Ain. If there's no letter, you're just the one who has to work a bit harder, right?"

"...If you're going to comfort me, at least do it properly."

"Cheer up!"

The kids burst into playful laughter and grabbed some bread before running away as if escaping, their footsteps pattering away.

"I'll try my best. Still, your complexion does look better than a few days ago."

"I'm counting on you, Old Man Horn."

"Sure."

The old man seemed rather wistful, as if pulling out distant memories, and set out to do what I asked without any particular complaint.

And then.

"Haha... w-well, I'll be heading out too. Let's work hard today to s-save many people..."

"Hey."

"Yes...? Why are you c-calling me?"

"Don't make mistakes and help people properly."

"Haha... d-don't worry about that."

Avery straightened his hunched back and left after saying those confident words.

At least after his initial allergy disaster, there haven't been any major problems, so he should be able to manage well enough on his own.

After my companions headed out first, I too stepped outside with bread in one hand and medicine in the other.

I couldn't just sit around while sending them out to work.

Ironically.

Lucia... Vicente Todorica Seymour wanted to save the common people, and despite initially opposing her, I now found myself selling her dream in Litera.

Litera.

If there's a rumor going around in the village where letters fly, it ultimately connects to the letters.

Rumors about a sturdy adventurer receiving a letter and departing, or a noble mage obtaining a letter as soon as they arrived and smiling as if it were trivial.

There are also amusing rumors about some fool trying to catch a letter with a net only to fall from the roof, and tragic ones about someone ending their life in despair after failing to receive a letter.

Just as letters fly overhead, rumors spread among the people below.

These were mostly the whispers of those who hadn't been selected.

They expressed both admiration and jealousy toward those who were selected, showing both reverence and envy.

So they had nothing else worth mentioning besides the letters.

They came here for the letters and looked up at the sky for the letters.

In Litera, people always talked about that single piece of paper they desperately longed for.

However.

At least for now, a different rumor is circulating.

The rumor about strange people helping others is spreading through the mouths of the many inhabitants of Litera.

"Here, eat this. And apply this medicine to your wound."

"Ah, thank you..."

Their voices, doing unnecessary hard work of their own accord, flow and continue to flow, eventually filling all of Litera.

I could clearly hear it with my own ears.

I was directly involved, and my companions working a short distance away were also involved.

I realized that the gazes of many people who had only been looking at the sky were gradually turning toward me and my companions.

People call it a foolish thing.

They say it's not about lining up for those likely to be selected, but rather giving help to those who will never be selected.

They whisper that it's hypocrisy.

They say we're fools trying to receive letters by helping only those who look pitiful and unfortunate, with our meager intentions.

And.

To be honest, I don't think either of those statements is particularly wrong.

What they say represents the majority opinion, so it was probably reasonable and rational.

However, that doesn't mean my stubbornness will waver.

I've clearly been a hypocrite since childhood, and I have no intention of removing this mask now.

"Little one, what kind of letter do you want to receive?"

"..."

Perhaps I had decided to live this kind of life ever since I helped that small girl with ashen features.

"If you don't want to talk about it, that's fine. Here, take this bread and medicine."

"I..."

"..."

The hypocrisy that had been my inner motivation was now blurred and smudged, and the process of calculating and assigning value had simply disappeared.

"I've been wishing to become a great adventurer..."

"I see."

I came to think it was truly beautiful to see a clear flame gradually ignite in their cloudy, murky eyes.

"But now... I want to be an adventurer like you."

"..."

"I want to... I want to be someone who helps others too."

"...Yes. You can become that."

"I won't... I won't cling to the letters anymore. I'll work hard on my own."

The seeds I've sown, the hope I've planted, are slowly beginning to sprout.

It makes me feel unexpectedly emotional.

The bleak and cold landscape is changing.

Our efforts, though only spanning a few days, are giving these people emotions beyond despair and longing.

"Tersi, do you remember? Back then, when you were young, everyone actually called you Crybaby instead of your name because you were always crying."

"Haha... I don't know what ancient history you're talking about. Now... I don't really cry anymore."

The elderly woman who had only been looking at the sky sits on the edge of the fountain, conversing with Horn.

"Ha, what are you saying? I saw you with tears in your eyes right after seeing me again, kiddo."

"To you I might still look like a green youngster... but in the human world, I've already entered old age. That was just... probably from looking up at the sky for too long."

Her severely cracked voice has improved considerably, allowing her to speak somewhat normally.

"Hmph, I know everything now. I understand well how long fifty years is, kiddo."

"Haha... I guess that wasn't dwarf discrimination after all."

In the eyes of the woman who had lost all hope and only gazed at the sky in despair, something else now dwells.

She doesn't look at the sky.

She looks at Horn with wistful eyes and continues the conversation with a bitter smile.

"I'll probably leave tomorrow. So... will you come with me? If you want, I can take you to the city."

"..."

Although.

"If you don't want to, that's fine, kiddo."

"I... just a little... I want to wait just a little longer, old man."

"...Alright."

Even though she couldn't let go of her longing for a letter, the corners of her mouth were slightly turned up.

I stared blankly at that scene before turning away.

There were quite a few children in Litera.

Most had lost their parents, or been abandoned by them, left without warm hands to hold.

Ironically, even in this small village, the children's territory was in the alleys where people wouldn't bother them.

"Yahoo! I win! Tori, you lost, so sing a song now!"

"No...! Yaki, this is cheating!"

"There's no such thing as cheating in the ruthless world of competition. Right, everyone!"

"That's right! Hurry up and sing, Tori!"

When I walk through the alleys, I see a scene with many children gathered.

The twins are among them, all laughing together—dirty, scruffy children.

"Ugh... fine, I'll sing..."

"Heehee! I'm going to tell Ain about this when we get back to the lodging!"

They all hold marbles in one hand and bread in the other, laughing together.

Having lost at marbles, Tori alone stands up with a reddened face and begins to sing.

"Shall we go to Jongno~? Shall we go to Myeongdong~?"

"No, Tori. How can you sing the song Ain was humming?"

"I-I don't know...! This is the only song I know...! Or shall we leave for Cheongnyangni~?"

It was problematic that it happened to be the song I hummed while driving the carriage, but I could see the children laughing happily at the sight.

The twins were working hard that way.

It was clearly a different kind of help than what Horn provided, but it was something that turned up the corners of those children's mouths.

"The end...! Song's over! Let's do it again!"

"Everyone, let's make Tori sing again!"

"Yaaay!"

They were clearly breathing life into children who had been listlessly looking up at the sky.

They were definitely helping the children laugh as children should.

Doctors are noble.

Their efforts should not be belittled.

The touch of someone with a pure and sincere desire to save lives is truly remarkable.

"Haha, is the painful area feeling better now?"

"Yes, it's much better thanks to you... Thank you, doctor."

"Not at all. I'm just doing what I should."

And that was why I accepted Avery as a companion.

Even though he was clumsy from lack of proper training, and might fail due to inadequate skills and equipment.

"How are the others doing? Does anyone still have pain?"

"Oh, no. We're all better. Doctor, thank you so much..."

"Haha, well, I need to visit other places, so I'll be taking my leave now."

His eyes always shone like stars, without frustration.

As if he believed he could definitely succeed, he wasn't afraid of failure and always found a way.

In truth.

On the first day, I heard he was cursed at by several people due to allergic reactions, treated like a quack, and chased away.

Horn had whispered to me that he returned to the lodging after hearing such harsh words from people whose hearts had already crumbled.

Nevertheless, he continued to smile.

He visited those who had cursed at him, bowed his head in apology, and helped them with a smile.

"Haha, is everyone feeling better?"

"Oh my, doctor. Thanks to you, I'm feeling much better!"

"I'm glad to hear that."

He simply kept smiling until they let go of their suspicions and felt genuine gratitude.

And.

"Is anyone in pain? I'm here to help."

Before I knew it, he stopped stuttering when dealing with patients.

He would probably stutter again when returning to the lodging tonight, but when facing patients, he wanted to stand as a doctor.

We.

Continued to plant seeds of hope until the night of the sixth day.

We hoped that the hope we planted in them would grow and continue to grow until it finally sprouted leaves.

And at last, we wished for letters—the fruit—to form among the green leaves.

Ch.71 - episode 1-b. One Who Follows the Journey. (6)
# Episode 1-b. Following the Path

The carriage rattles as it heads toward the Republic.

We should arrive in about a day or two, and my worries grow deeper as I hold the reins. Leaving the familiar Empire for somewhere else, hoping my identity won't be discovered in a place where I know no one—it all makes my head spin with complications.

And then.

"Lady Asha."

"..."

There was that shabby adventurer, who had been loaded into the cargo area of the carriage but somehow managed to drag herself all the way to the driver's seat, calling the name I'd given her.

"Lady Asha."

"Sigh... why are you calling me?"

Behind me was Eileen, whose eyes were now sparkling even more brightly than before, making me extremely uncomfortable.

"So why are you going to the Republic?"

"...Do you need to know?"

"Maybe, maybe I could be of help to you!"

"...You?"

Someone who can't do anything alone.

No strength, no mana—I can't imagine how she'd be helpful.

Besides, she's just someone I need to drop off at the Republic, and that will be the end of our connection.

Thinking this, I turned my head slightly to glance at her, and when our eyes met, Eileen's eyes welled up with tears.

"Th-that comment, that look is too harsh...!"

"The truly harsh thing was your shameless statement."

And if anyone should be saying something is "too harsh," it should be me.

"...W-well, that may be true, but even someone like me must have at least a tiny bit of usefulness or value..."

"Not particularly. Since you're not helpful, I won't tell you why I'm going to the Republic."

However.

"So cold... We've introduced ourselves and formed a tight friendship, so you could at least tell me that much..."

She seemed unable to understand even when I spoke firmly, so I stabbed a dagger deep into her heart.

"Says the one who ran away."

"...Urgh!"

Knowing one wouldn't be enough, I pulled out a larger one and stabbed it in.

"After I treated you well, you ran away calling me 'ashen.'"

"Aaaack...! I-I'm sorry...!"

Not satisfied with just one type, I stabbed her with something strange-looking and smelly.

"Says the one who wets herself."

"Kugh...? W-wait! You didn't have to mention that...!"

To shut that impudent mouth, I sniffed at my robe—which actually didn't smell—and drove another stake in.

"I can still smell the urine stains on my robe."

"Aaaah! Stop, stop...! I'm sorry for being presumptuous...!"

"If you understand, then please be quiet. You're noisy."

In other words, she's clearly an expert at making me say nasty things.

I need to drop her off at the Republic quickly and go our separate ways.

"My chest... feels like it's been pierced by an awl..."

"Such a tiny chest wouldn't show much difference even if pierced."

A chest that doesn't even protrude—if it got a hole, no one would notice if you just covered it with clothes.

"Uwaaah... so cruel..."

Finally, with a thud, she collapsed.

I turned my head slightly to look at her and raised the corner of my mouth.

Thanks to her, the monotonous forest scenery wasn't boring.

It was perhaps a little—just a little—better than the silence filled only with the rattling carriage wheels and the sound of passing wind.

In the dark night.

The campfire crackles as it burns.

A stew full of meat simmers in the pot placed above it.

So.

Previously, she had been staring intently at the stew, singing about how she wished it would boil soon, but now...

"Lady Asha, I've been thinking about something."

"That thinking is useless, so just eat your stew."

"So mean."

Now she keeps looking at me with her chin resting on her hand, constantly trying to talk to me.

Moreover, with that filthy appearance, she smiles broadly and spouts endless words.

"Are you perhaps a man?"

"What kind of random nonsense is that? Can't you see I'm clearly a woman?"

"No, no. I mean, is the purpose of your journey perhaps to meet a man?"

"..."

And among her words were some that hit quite close to the mark, so I opened my eyes lazily to look at her, but...

"I'm right, aren't I! That, that night! The word 'Ain' you were muttering that night! That's a man's name, right?"

Her face turned red as she inflated her own delusions and kept talking.

"Please be quiet, the stew is ready..."

"I knew it! At first I thought it was a spell, but come to think of it, when Lady Asha mutters spells, they're incomprehensible sounds!"

"Eileen."

"How romantic... pure love... love... a heart dedicated to one man!"

"Oh, really."

Her embarrassing words might have made my face turn red too.

However, the sparkle in her eyes wouldn't easily subside.

"Then I can definitely be of help to you!"

"...How on earth could you help?"

Shabby appearance, grimy face, and the pathetic habit of wetting herself once a day.

I couldn't find a single helpful aspect about her, yet she kept talking enthusiastically.

So.

I looked at her with a face full of disbelief, and Eileen thrust her impoverished chest forward proudly and declared:

"Hehe, I'm a love expert! In the Haven Kingdom, there was a whole carriage full of men chasing after me!"

"..."

"Really! I've made many men cry!"

Yes.

She said this while thrusting forward her impoverished chest.

But to put it bluntly.

"...Any man who likes such an impoverished chest is likely to become a criminal in the future, so in a way, you did well to flee from your homeland."

"..."

As far as I know, there are definitely no men who like such impoverished chests.

"That was an interesting story. Please share something more intriguing next time, and let's eat the stew."

"...Lady Asha."

"Yes?"

"I'm sorry, but a woman's chest isn't everything...?"

"Of course it's not everything, but men won't like small women."

It's impossible for a man to be distracted by something small when there are bigger things available.

Besides, even Eileen herself was glancing at her own chest and then staring intently at mine.

"D-don't lie!"

"A man might like a woman who happens to have a small chest, but he won't like a woman because she has a small chest."

That's an immutable law.

While many things may be uncertain, I was taught that this is one clear, immutable law.

"W-who says...!"

"...A librarian and researcher I became close with in my hometown said so."

A woman named Idrin.

There was this perverted researcher who regularly ravaged my body.

She was a very strange person, but basically, there was no falsehood in what she said, so this must be true too.

"S-small ones can be plenty attractive too, my mother said..."

"Parents typically tell even their ugly children that they're pretty. So of course they'd say a small chest is attractive too."

"W-who says that!"

"The librarian and researcher I became close with in my hometown said so."

"..."

With that, Eileen, who had been sitting on the stump, collapsed backward while holding her bowl.

I waved my hand to make sure soft leaves were spread behind her so she wouldn't get hurt.

"So mean..."

"Just eat your stew and go to sleep."

"Okay..."

The sight of the once-energetic Eileen becoming dejected and drooping gave me a strange feeling.

So I was able to define one more new emotion.

"Hmm, so this feeling is satisfaction."

"..."

I learned that such a feeling arises when I torment her and treat her badly.

"It feels quite nice."

"Eeeh..."

I think I can enjoy this feeling plenty for the remaining two days or so.

Since being mean and tormenting others isn't good behavior, I should do it a lot before parting ways with her.

In other words, it's revenge for her running away.

The truth is, I'm a person who holds grudges for a very long time.

So, well...

I had thought she was completely useless.

Fortunately, she had at least one useful aspect.

Thinking this, I filled a bowl with the steaming stew.

Of course, I also took Eileen's bowl and filled it with stew for her.

The sky is dark.

A cool breeze blows through the forest.

The horses lying next to the carriage make soft whinnying sounds.

In that scenery.

Beautiful me and shabby Eileen ate stew together and fell into a deep sleep.

It was a calm and peaceful night.

Ch.72 - Episode 1-a. The Village Where Letters Fly (7)
# Episode 1-a. The Village Where Letters Fly

Living is a process.

A process of moving forward to obtain what one desires.

Meeting someone you love, accumulating wealth to live abundantly.

Finding hobbies to enjoy, and feeling happiness from all these things.

A story containing one person's lifetime.

People live because they desire.

Because they have desires, they continue living to fulfill them.

However.

Living is also a process.

A process of clinging desperately to desires until you collapse.

Because the person you loved eventually died, because the wealth you accumulated crumbled away.

Because not even a speck of attention remains for your hobbies, making you feel despair from all these things.

A story containing one person's end.

People die because they are desperate.

Because they desperately want something, they hang themselves by the neck for it.

Desire and desperation.

They were clearly the same emotion, yet distinctly different.

And.

In Litera, there are always those who hang by the neck of desperation.

There were people with hollow eyes who tried to hang themselves with the rope of desperation.

A week passed in the blink of an eye, faster than expected.

"..."

"..."

The one who broke the long silence was old Horn with his full beard.

"..., a week has passed."

"Yes..., it has."

Between us, sitting on the bed in our lodging, complex emotions flowed.

Was it emptiness? Or regret?

Or perhaps a measure of bitterness mixed in?

"Time to pack up. We couldn't receive any letters, but we need to continue on our path."

"Yes, let's do that. Please check on the carriage, old man."

"Alright. I'll head out first."

Old Horn said this and left the lodging first, and beyond the door that closed with a thud, an uncharacteristic sigh could be heard.

And not wanting the silence to return, the children approached with bright smiles, running over to hug my legs one by one.

"Ain, my brother, Tori and I will go say goodbye to the other kids!"

"Don't be too disheartened, Ain. They say if you only succeed, you'll collapse more easily when you fail!"

Seeing them trying to comfort me while pouting with disappointment made me think these young children were growing up too fast.

"Sure, go share some bread and play marbles while you're at it."

"Okay~"

I had to suppress my emotions and respond with a smile while vigorously patting the two children's heads.

And so.

After the children left the lodging, I turned to look at the one person who remained.

Avery, wearing a white robe, was conducting research with various materials spread out on the desk, showing no signs of gloom.

"Avery."

"Yes? Why, why are you calling me...? I'm, I'm making steady progress on the Ash-colored suppressant research..."

"Don't you want to see the patients you've been caring for? We're leaving today."

"It's, it's fine. I already said my final goodbyes yesterday and gave them some me-medicine to keep on hand..."

Though he might have been hoping for a letter too, he nodded awkwardly with a forced smile.

"I see. Well..., you worked hard this past week too."

"Haha..., A-Ain worked hard too. And please don't be too di-disappointed about not receiving a letter... You've been doing well all this time."

"..., Right."

Avery smiled at my words and then resumed his struggle at the desk.

He was certainly a strange fellow, but he was also straightforward, not wasting time on regret and bitterness like I was.

So.

I left him behind and stepped outside the lodging for a while, walking through the streets filled with people.

In other words, none of us received a letter.

Of course, the week wasn't completely over yet, but even as we approached the afternoon of the final day, we hadn't been selected.

Moreover, there were no letters flying to the people who had been helping us diligently for days, which only increased our discomfort.

The bitter smiles and wavering hand gestures of those who sensed our impending departure remained vivid in my mind, haunting me as I walked through the streets.

I thought that after we left again, the spark we had ignited in them would be extinguished once more.

Because a mere week's effort couldn't wash away the resentment that had accumulated over years or decades.

Because we would once again bring silence to people who had been clinging to life with nothing but blind desperation.

"Adventurer, you're leaving today, right?"

"Yes, it seems so."

"I'll always cheer for you."

"..., Thank you."

Meeting the eyes of the young children I encountered while walking through the streets made me feel strangely apologetic today.

"We're the ones who should be thankful."

"..."

"I mean it. You're the first person to help us like this."

Though their faces had been desolate and empty, now they smiled at me, making me feel somewhat bitter.

I continued walking.

Packing wouldn't take long anyway, so I stepped out to clear my complicated thoughts.

A small village.

Letters filling the sky.

Walking for 10 minutes, 30 minutes, and eventually an hour, I encountered people who greeted me.

Some called me a strange fellow, others said I was needlessly kind.

Some called me a fool who sought out trouble, while others addressed me as a hypocritical adventurer.

They were people I had seen over the past week.

Adventurers who were somewhat slow-witted and remained even after a week had passed, and elders who had been influenced by me and helped others.

However, not one of them had received a letter.

During the week I stayed, not a single person received a letter.

As if none of them would leave a trace in the world, the ancient magic simply kept raising letters up into the sky.

And so.

My boasting to my companions that we would receive letters had become quite laughable.

I loaded all our luggage onto the carriage.

Since we hadn't unpacked much to begin with, we were able to quickly prepare for departure even after I spent about two hours walking around and greeting people.

The sunset that had filled the sky with crimson had already disappeared behind the mountain range, and now the sky was turning into a purple twilight.

Although the village airspace was filled with letters and we had to look at the distant scenery, the end of the day was approaching nonetheless.

"You should have left promptly, youngster. What if the carriage wheel breaks on a rock because you can't see in the dark? Why are you dawdling?"

"Ah..., this dwarf old man is starting already. I really think this fits the dwarf race characteristics."

"That's dwarf discrimination."

And so Horn and I bicker as usual to hide our bitter feelings.

Me, climbing onto the driver's seat and quietly gripping the reins, and Horn, sitting on the luggage compartment polishing his shield.

The twins, nodding off and dozing because they were tired from playing hard with the children one last time, and Avery reading his research book.

So I.

"We will now depart. Our destination is..."

After glancing at the letters in the sky one last time, I tried to quietly murmur, but amusingly, I paused my words and gripped the reins tightly.

Come to think of it, where is our destination now? Where should we go first?

I had hoped to get a signpost here but ultimately failed, so it was no longer certain whether my choice would lead to the right answer.

I felt anxious that one decision of mine could twist the fate of my five companions and the future of the woman waiting in the Empire.

Even though I had been blindly rushing forward based on my intuition and choices until now.

Deep down, I had expected to receive a letter that would allow us to reach higher places.

I was wondering if I should stay for one more day, or two, or even three, like those who would remain in the village.

In other words, I was hesitating just because I hadn't received a single letter.

And.

Seeing me like this, voices came from behind.

"You fool, don't hesitate to make a choice. You gain nothing by hesitating, so just charge forward as you've done until now."

"So! What's our next destination!"

"Haha..., it's ju-just a slight delay, but our goal remains the same, doesn't it...?"

"..."

Four voices followed, teasing me as they chuckled among themselves.

"Get moving, youngster."

"Wow~ Let's go!"

"Haha..., let's de-depart now."

Their eyes held regret, yet they spoke words of comfort to me.

So I too let out a chuckle and continued what I was about to say.

"We will now depart. Our next destination is east, the city where night never comes, Tevr..."

*Flutter*

"..."

*Flutter*

And so.

It was at that moment.

As the purple twilight scattered, and the sky was covered with a dark curtain.

"..., Ah."

The letters that filled Litera's sky, hiding its beautiful colors, began to flutter and start a performance.

The letters that had been calmly filling the sky with the same flow now moved vigorously with changed wing beats, embracing light.

It was.

The flight of letters that we hadn't seen once in a week.

It was.

What I wanted to show these people, and what I certainly wanted to see.

Waaah-

Everyone in Litera looked up at the sky, and all let out exclamations of wonder.

The scenery that had only existed in writing was now pouring down.

The magical sight, which would have been mysterious even with just one letter flying, was now heading toward people in dozens of streams of light.

"Ha..., this crazy youngster actually did it."

"Waaah..."

"It truly is... a dreamlike scene."

Things that illuminate the dark night.

Letters flying one by one, delivered to people.

Those precious things.

To the children huddled in the alleys, to the hungry ones scratching their festering wounds.

To the girl who said goodbye to me with thanks, to the boy who said he wanted to be like me.

And, flying to the elderly woman sitting in front of the fountain.

They landed on her trembling hands and shone brightly.

The letters were delivered.

The expressions of those who carefully opened their letters and unfolded the paper contorted.

"Sob..."

"Hic..."

Years of desperation, or decades of desperation.

It turns into heart-wrenching sobs with all emotions mixed together.

Though some might call it useless, to others it was what they desperately wanted.

What was merely a lost fragment of the past to some became the driving force for others to move forward.

"Hic, Mom... sob, sniff..."

The letters delivered to children who had lost their parents were surely filled with love that couldn't be conveyed before.

"Leo..., Father.... I... I love you both so much too..."

The letter delivered to the elderly woman who had lost her two children decades ago was filled with the love of those two children.

Mere emotion.

Mere feelings.

Some might think that way, but there were no unnecessary letters.

Everything contained in that single sheet of paper was precious.

*Flutter*

The letters flying like birds contained the desperate wishes of each person.

And.

A total of six letters flew to our carriage.

One letter each flew to old Horn, the twins, and Avery, nestling in their arms.

And three letters approached me, completing their luminous flight.

At the sight of us receiving letters.

More precisely, seeing the three letters that flew to me, people began to murmur.

But to me, the muttering from the back of the carriage was even louder.

"You damn things..., you're 100 years late... Good-for-nothing things..."

That was Horn's emotion.

"We too..., we love you too. Mom, Dad..."

Those were the twins' tears.

"Haha..., I see. So I was indeed on the right path."

That was Avery's smile.

So I.

I quietly observed the scene and then opened my letters one by one.

- Ain.

- Seeker of the Ash-colored.

- Go east.

- Head east.

- The Fallen Twilight Star.

- May finding traces of Nasatya help your journey.

That was the ancient prophecy and signpost I had been seeking.

- Ain.

- The bracelet is broken.

- So as Ain said, I'll tell you what I want, my wish.

- My wish is.

- For you to be happy.

- So I will work only for that.

- Ain, continue your journey.

- I too will begin a journey for you.

That was perhaps Asha's feelings, sent recently.

- Ain.

- I have certainly become happy because of what you've achieved.

- So don't doubt yourself and move forward.

- You can do it.

- ...

- Oh, and let me tell you in advance, our child's name is Eleanor. Pretty name, isn't it?

- Hehe.

- Just kidding.

And.

"Ahem..."

That was perhaps her affectionate thoughts sent from the future.

And so.

Even after our carriage departed, Litera's night was filled with joyful tears.

The seeds of hope had germinated.

Possibility had clearly begun to bloom.

********

Letters.

What is contained in that small piece of paper is not small.

Love and affection, memories and bitterness, desperation and longing.

Indescribable emotions and stories that cannot be conveyed in words.

Or prophecies.

Such things fly from the past, present, or future, or even from beyond the river of death, reconnecting faded relationships.

Therefore.

Everyone becomes a protagonist.

A small possibility.

A story that begins from something small.

Because it is certainly one's own story.

It declares that one can become the protagonist of a story that only they can write.

Horn, the dwarf chieftain who lost his tribe and despaired.

Yaki and Tori, the twin siblings who lost their parents in war and were left stranded.

Avery, the plague doctor who constantly doubted and distrusted himself.

And.

Tersi, the elderly woman who waited for her children's letters for decades, and the children who were losing hope after losing their parents.

You too, leave a trace in the world and write your story with that trace.

Ain.

You foolish ones who have been enchanted by the one who journeys for the Ash-colored.

Your stories have also begun to sing.

Ch.73 - Episode 1-b. One Who Follows the Journey. (7)
# Episode 1-b. Following the Path

Connections.

Perhaps they are thin lines formed when coincidences overlap again and again.

Receiving encouragement from those filled with affection, setting off on a journey to find a loved one.

Driving a rattling carriage forward, and through a chance conversation with a shabby adventurer.

That's how two people who seemed destined never to cross paths form a connection.

Humans are social creatures who cannot live alone.

No matter how much one tries to be alone, someone always approaches.

And.

Perhaps connections sometimes become destiny.

What was merely coincidence continues and inevitably leads to a certain conclusion.

Because one has become someone filled with affection, because one has feelings for a loved one.

Thinking that being alone is lonely, feeling a slight sense of kinship with someone shabby and pitiful.

Helping bit by bit, unknowingly growing attached and finding yourself smiling.

Despite claiming not to expect anything from people, ultimately coming to rely on them.

Connection and destiny.

Perhaps they are entirely the same word.

In other words.

My decision to save her from danger after much deliberation, and finally giving her a ride in my carriage and engaging in conversation.

The heart of a woman who feared me and ran away, yet apologized when we met again.

These could be expressed with just those two words—connection or destiny—creating a gentle resonance.

The carriage that had been running through the forest for a long time now moves toward the destination that's gradually coming into view.

Eileen, who chatters energetically even while riding in the luggage compartment, speaks to me in an even more excited voice as the scenery begins to appear.

"Wow~ Finally, the Republic! Asha, Asha! What will you do first when we get to the Republic?"

"Well. First, I should create a proper identity by registering as an adventurer."

This was assuming we could safely enter the Republic, but I was planning to first visit the adventurers' guild to register.

I couldn't go around feeling anxious every moment without an ID I could proudly present.

However, what I got in return for my straightforward answer was quite a foolish response.

"What? Asha, you don't have an identity...? Why?"

"..."

"Is it possible not to have an identity?"

How could someone so naive and dull-witted embark on such a reckless journey?

Was that drunken old man in the Imperial market street who muttered about empty heads referring to someone like her?

I closed my mouth and continued my contemplation before speaking to her again.

"Yes, because I'm Ashen, whom people run away from in panic when they encounter me."

"Oh."

Indeed.

To break the habit of speaking without thinking, it's best to bring up the past and stir up emotions.

"I have no use, no strength, no ability, and while someone who speaks without thinking might have an identity, I'm Ashen, so I don't."

"Oh."

While cracking the reins to urge the horses forward, my mouth moved sharply, uttering calm yet harsh words.

"Even a runaway who wets themselves might have an identity, but unfortunately, I'm Ashen, so I don't have one."

"Oh."

I needed to tighten her sense of guilt further and select words that would maximize her shame.

"Even a shabby traveler who thinks she can seduce men with her small chest might have an identity, but I, with my large chest, happen to be Ashen, so I don't have one."

"Oh."

After repeatedly and calmly planting thorns in Eileen, who had been chattering while hanging close to the driver's seat.

"Well, did that answer your question?"

"Oh."

"If it did, please keep your mouth shut and stay quiet until we reach the Republic. It's distracting."

"Oh."

She eventually breaks down.

Clutching her tattered heart—though there wasn't much to tatter—she collapses among the luggage with a thud and closes her eyes.

Not bad.

Quite satisfying.

I finally understand the hearty laugh of Uncle Rendo when he said Ain was fun to tease.

Eileen was enjoyable to torment.

She was the type who would regain her energy after about an hour and suddenly get up to speak to me, which made it even better.

So.

Until we part ways in the Republic, I can use her as an emotional trash can every hour.

After traveling for several more hours, we finally reached the wall where we could enter the Republic.

However, there was a long line of people trying to enter the Republic just like us.

"Asha, at this rate, we'll only be able to enter the Republic after nightfall...?"

As she said, by the time our turn came, it seemed likely that the sun would have set and night would have fallen.

"Considering we've been traveling through the forest for days, this isn't so bad."

"Ah, that's true."

"And there's no danger here, so feel free to sleep."

So I loosened my grip on the reins and took out the book Idrin had given me and started reading.

"Hmm, I've slept enough during the journey!"

"Then take out the exercise equipment from the luggage compartment and work out. If you want any part of you to be useful, put effort into your spare time."

"..., but I suddenly feel a bit, sleepy..."

I gestured toward the exercise equipment to silence Eileen, who kept mumbling.

The long line to the Republic's gate.

I could hear the murmurs of people waiting to enter the Republic, but I continued reading my book without paying much attention.

The line gradually shortens.

Carriages pass through the inspection one by one and enter, and as the sun sets in the west, our turn approaches.

So I read my book and fell into thought.

How much of Ain's traces would remain in the Republic?

Wouldn't there be strong traces left by Ain everywhere during the past three years?

The adventurers' guild where Ain would have visited first, the blacksmith where he would have gone to get new equipment and repairs.

Or the souvenir shop where he bought gifts for me and the lodging where he stayed, leaving his scent.

I'm looking forward to such things.

I hope to retrace his footsteps by following the traces he left behind.

I want to look at the sky, gradually turning the color of sunset, with him again.

"Ain."

I want to see you soon.

"Ain."

I want to meet you and call your name directly.

"Ain."

I think I would like you to call my name.

So.

"Ain."

In other words, I was so lost in thoughts of Ain that I momentarily forgot there was someone behind the carriage.

"Wow~"

"..."

My face turns red.

"Asha, you looked really pretty just now! Your face turned red, the corners of your mouth lifted, and you usually have no expression, but you looked just like a girl in love!"

"..."

Shame rushes from my fingertips and toes, making my body tingle with each word she utters.

"I! I'll help you! This love expert Eileen has ways to help your love come true! First, I'll...!"

"Eileen."

So I had to cut off her words with a firm voice to hide my embarrassment.

"Yes?"

"I understand, so I'd appreciate it if you could shut your mouth, cover your ears, and even hold your nose and breath."

I had to push away that shabby figure gesturing wildly toward the driver's seat with sparkling eyes.

"Uh, that... No, I really have a way to help... But isn't that telling me to die...?"

"Yes, that's right."

"B-but I really have a way that could help, so just listen to me once..., mmph. Mmph! Mmph!"

I cut off the words she was trying to utter and waved my mana to firmly seal her mouth.

I'm embarrassed.

So embarrassed I feel like I could die.

So I.

I focused only on my book until our turn came, trying to calm my reddened face.

From behind, Eileen continued to make muffled sounds, but I pulled my robe over my head to hide even my reddened ears as I read.

Anyway.

Finally, the moment arrives when our carriage reaches the city gate and must undergo inspection.

The darkened sky.

Flickering torches.

The guard in armor holding a spear blocking the way.

And.

"Please present your identification."

"Ah."

Since what they asked for was something I didn't have.

"Please present your identification."

"Um..., I don't have identification, so I came to register as an adventurer."

The guards looked at each other with troubled expressions and then shook their heads at me.

"Umm, I'm sorry, but the inspection process has become stricter in the past few months, and we have orders from above not to allow entry to those without identification."

"Ah..., um.... Isn't there any way? I've been driving this carriage for nearly two weeks."

"..., I'm sorry, but without identification, entry is not possible. Or perhaps you have a nobleman's guarantee? That would also work."

My plan to enter the Republic and register as an adventurer was crumbling from the start.

A nobleman's guarantee was something both Innkeeper Yansen and Idrin had shaken their heads at.

Perhaps it would have been better to complete the registration in the Empire, even if it was a more complicated and time-consuming process.

It was my mistake to come here, reassured by the talk of a free-spirited nation.

"..."

"I'm sorry, but please turn your carriage around."

"..., Yes."

So I nodded bitterly and was about to turn the carriage around.

Thinking I would have to drop off Eileen at the Republic and turn the carriage elsewhere.

I released her sealed mouth and gestured for her to get off.

"Mmph..., phew...! Haa.... I, I almost died...."

"Eileen, it seems I won't be able to enter, so please go in alone."

It's a somewhat early farewell, though regrettable.

With that thought, I slightly raised the corners of my mouth and waved my hand.

And.

"I, I have identification! She's my companion, so isn't it okay? I, I'll vouch for her!"

Eileen ridiculously stammers out those words.

The guard had just explained that it had to be a nobleman's guarantee, yet she said such things.

"I'm sorry, but without a nobleman's guarantee, it's not possi..."

"I, I'm a noble!"

"What?"

"What?"

Wait a moment.

What nonsensical words is she...

"I'm Eileen Frizia Delphinium, the first daughter of Count Delphinium of the Haven Kingdom! A guarantee from a noble of another kingdom works too, right?"

"What?"

"What?"

Could it be that this useless traveler with no strength, no mana, no ability, no tact, no shame, no chest, and a shabby appearance has finally gone mad?

"No, why, why are you looking at me like that...? I really am a noble..."

"Uh, ah, um.... No. First..., yes. Could you present your identification, Y-Your Ladyship?"

"Yes, yes! Here it is. This is my identification!"

She must certainly be mad.

She's now doing strange things because she wants to be caught by the guards holding spears and taken to prison.

Otherwise, how could Eileen possibly be a noble...

"Yes, Eileen Frizia Delphinium of the Delphinium Count family from the Haven Kingdom. Identity confirmed."

"What?"

What?

"No, Asha.... Why do you keep asking 'what'...?"

No.

Of course.

"Then if you could sign the guarantee form, that would be fine, Y-Your Ladyship?"

"Why is the guard looking at me like that too...?"

Isn't it because the guard and I share the same thought but can't express it because she is indeed a noble?

"Ah, um.... I apologize, Your Ladyship. I was rude. The guarantee form is confirmed."

"..."

So the guard quickly changed his words while cautiously glancing around.

"Then both of you, please enter the Republic. Welcome to the Sarabati Republic!"

He shouted loudly, striking the ground with his spear with a thud, as if wanting to end this situation quickly without making eye contact.

So as I drove the carriage into the Republic, I turned my head slightly to look at her.

"What...?"

"No one would think you're a noble with that appearance, Eileen Frizia Delphinium."

Somehow I came to know her real name.

Her identity was that of a noble from some kingdom, someone I probably wouldn't have dared approach if it had been a normal meeting.

"No, it's not that bad! And just call me Eileen!"

"It's not just that level, even a street beggar wouldn't look like that, Eileen Frizia Delphinium."

However, I speak to her just as before, without any sense of distance.

"That's too harsh! And my name!"

Although I learned her identity, her gaze remained the same, and her blank expression and tone were identical.

I wanted to continue our conversation as before so that Eileen wouldn't feel uncomfortable.

Meanwhile, the scenery inside the Republic begins to welcome us.

Brilliant lights illuminating what would have been dark streets and a massive statue symbolizing freedom.

A night market with many people strolling about and the mouth-watering aroma of all kinds of food.

It's quite beautiful.

A beautiful scenery different from the Empire begins to fill my surroundings, making me feel somewhat overwhelmed.

And.

Among those things, there was a finger poking my back.

"Asha."

"..., Yes."

"Still, I was really helpful this time, wasn't I?"

When I turned around, there was a traveler with a shabby appearance looking straight at me with a broad smile.

"Yes..., you were helpful. Thank you, Eileen."

"Hehe, I told you earlier! That I had a way to help!"

There was a once-useless bundle of luggage now puffing out her small chest proudly.

"Indeed. The world works in mysterious ways."

"Right."

"..."

With the same smile, the same pride.

Reaching out to firmly grasp my robe.

"Don't hate me..."

She said with sad eyes.

Eileen.

Eileen Frizia Delphinium.

A pure noble lady.

So.

"I don't hate you."

I smiled kindly at her.

Didn't she say my appearance was beautiful when I raised the corners of my mouth?

Actually.

Well.

Despite her shabby state, she was quite beautiful too.

Yes, as she said, she might indeed make several men cry.

Even though her chest was smaller than a fist.

********

Life is a series of choices.

People choose every time.

Whether to move forward or stand still.

Whether to help or ignore and pass by.

They struggle at such various crossroads of choice.

And it was the same for the Ashen woman.

She clearly struggled.

Whether to save the shabby adventurer.

Or not to save her.

Was it right to save the shabby adventurer who had run away in fear of the woman from danger?

Or should she simply be relieved that the adventurer had been deprived of the opportunity to tell others about the woman's identity and move on?

However.

That deliberation doesn't last long.

Because she follows the path left by her loved one.

Because she is a beautiful woman who rose again after receiving unconditional love.

The decisions she will make, the choices she will select, will always be good.

That's how a new connection blossoms.

It is.

Asha.

A connection gained solely by her own strength, a clear destiny.

A pure noble girl who might have met a miserable death without her help.

A definite helper for her.

Therefore.

Asha.

Hold onto what you've created through your choices and move forward.

Write your own story with the steps you've taken for your loved one.

Clearly.

So that the world cannot erase you.

I hope you leave your own footprints in the world even more clearly.

Ch.74 - Episode 2-a. Tevris, the City Where Night Never Comes. (1)
Episode 2-a. The City Where Night Never Comes, Tevris.

The sun rises from the east.

It continues its journey through the day, long or short as it may be.

Eventually, it hides its hair behind the edge of the western mountains.

And thus, night arrives.

But.

In Tevris, darkness never comes.

Eternal white night.

That is the fate this city bears.

The citizens have long racked their brains trying to solve this problem.

Yet to this day, no one has succeeded.

Instead, accepting it as unsolvable, they transformed the city into a place of pleasure.

Thus was born the tourist city of Tevris.

Numerous adventurers and ordinary tourists have set foot there.

You, being one of them, come to believe you must uncover the city's secret.

The eternal white night—both the city's blessing and its curse.

Rushing eastward, in that landscape you encounter for the first time.

Discover what the prophecy whispers about the Fallen Twilight Star, the traces of Nasatya.

********

Well.

I had received three letters in Litera and was following the prophecy to head east.

East.

The Fallen Twilight Star.

Traces of Nasatya.

At that time, I simply nodded at the breathtaking scenery and scenes and began my journey again.

"Old man, so what exactly is the Fallen Twilight Star?"

"What is it, you ask."

"I'm only mentioning this now, but the letter said to find the Fallen Twilight Star, the traces of Nasatya."

The truth is, I had no idea what terms like "Fallen Twilight Star" or "traces of Nasatya" meant.

So as the carriage rattled along, I turned my head to seek the old man's wisdom.

"Hmm... if a star fell... what, should I find some meteorite and make you a sword?"

"...Horn, you're just old with no knowledge."

"Hey, you disrespectful brat. I've lived for hundreds of years and this is the first time I've heard the word Nasatya!"

But my ignorance of such terms wasn't due to my lack of culture or failing to remember the novel's content.

If a dwarf who has lived for hundreds of years says he's never heard of it, then it must be something so obscure it would barely appear once or twice even if you searched through ancient documents.

Perhaps I should send a letter to Idrin.

But to receive a reply, I'd need to stay in one place for a while, and I'm not sure how to manage that.

So I sighed deeply and muttered.

"Ah, if a prophet who knows my name since ancient times could just explain what it all means."

"This guy has lost all sense of shame. Being the one and only person to receive three letters, instead of showing gratitude, tsk tsk..."

Horn threw a wooden stick at the back of my head and clicked his tongue, muttering about "kids these days."

And about those three letters.

One contained the prophecy I had hoped for, while the other two were, let's say, from a certain woman.

As I thought about them, I held the reins with one hand and took out the other two letters to read them again.

- Ain.

- The bracelet is broken.

- So as you said, I'll tell you what I want, my wish.

- My wish is.

- For you to be happy.

- So I will work only toward that goal.

- Ain, continue your journey.

- I too will begin a journey for you.

The first one I read was clearly a letter sent by the present Asha from the Empire.

- Ain.

- I have certainly found happiness through what you've accomplished.

- So don't doubt yourself and keep moving forward.

- You can do it.

- ...

- Oh, and just to let you know in advance, our child's name is Eleanor. Pretty name, isn't it?

- Hehe.

- Just kidding.

The next one I read was perhaps a letter sent by a future Asha for me.

"Ahem..."

The refined and gentler writing style, along with the playful yet deeper affection it contained, was certainly different from the first letter I read.

It seemed like she wrote it out of concern that I might stumble along my path, as encouragement.

In conclusion, I quite liked the fact that one letter had come from each of the past, present, and future.

It felt like proof that my actions so far hadn't been wrong.

I carefully folded the letters and put them back in my pocket, then vigorously snapped the reins.

By the way.

Was that postscript really just a joke?

"..."

Of course it must be a joke.

Even if it's a letter from the future, Asha wouldn't lie to me.

Yeah.

Anyway.

Our destination is a city called Tevris.

A large city with overflowing population between the Sarabati Republic and the Sillon Republic.

A place where tourists constantly flock and trade goods flow between the republic and the republic.

And.

"What kind of city is Tevris?"

"A place where night never comes. A mysterious city where the white night has continued unbroken for 100 years."

People call Tevris the city of blessing and curse where night never arrives.

Of course, it hasn't always been without night since ancient times.

Suddenly, about 100 years ago, the phenomenon of daylight not fading began to occur only in that area.

And then the bright sky completely stopped disappearing, and that has continued until now—that's the most common story circulating.

So please don't bring up realistic or common-sense questions about how the sun could possibly do that.

In the first place, if you start questioning everything one by one, this world is full of things that can't be explained.

So.

"How is that possible? Right, Tori?"

"That's right, Yaki. How do people sleep if night never comes?"

"They don't."

"What?"

"You can't sleep there. You don't feel tired or sleepy, so even if you lie down and close your eyes, you can't fall asleep."

To continue the explanation, from the moment you enter the vicinity of Tevris, night doesn't come and sleep doesn't come either.

However, while you don't feel fatigue, it still accumulates, so those who live in Tevris generally have short lives.

So a city where night never comes was both a blessing and a curse.

Of course, things return to normal once you leave Tevris, but telling ordinary citizens to leave immediately is pointless when they have nowhere else to go.

Moreover, those who had lived there for a long time... couldn't step out into the outside world.

For that reason, it's only popular as a city of pleasure and tourism for visitors staying just a few days.

"Why is it like that?"

"I don't know either. I think it might be ancient magic, but seeing that it's only been 100 years, maybe not."

And this is one of the divided opinions among people.

If it were ancient magic, this phenomenon should have continued for thousands of years, but the history of this phenomenon is only about 100 years.

So.

There are stories that someone found a hidden ancient magic circle, activated it, and became its sacrifice, making it impossible to turn off.

Or conspiracy theories that it must be the work of a great mage comparable to ancient wizards.

If not that, then it's an anomaly created by a god out of boredom, but it's a happening that occurred because their concept of time is different from ours.

"Still, whenever something strange and mysterious happens, you'll usually be right if you guess it's ancient magic."

"I see~"

As I said, most anomalies in this world are due to ancient magic.

Just as blaming England for every event in world history is usually correct, blaming ancient magic for strange things in this world is usually right.

Of course, in Tevris's case, the fact that it's only been happening for 100 years makes ancient magic unlikely.

But just as history often starts with blaming England even when it's not their fault, let's just go with it.

Just one more thing.

To share one more story about Tevris.

"Oh, and it says there's a massive reward for anyone who solves the 100-year mystery and brings back the night."

Apparently, there are notices posted on the city walls stating that those who solve the city's secret and bring back the night will receive a massive reward, a chance at instant fortune, or an item equivalent to a national treasure.

"Wow! Tori, let's solve it!"

"Do you think that's possible, Yaki? With your abilities?"

"Of course! We're chosen people who received the letters!"

"Hmm, that makes sense! Then the massive reward is ours!"

The children laughed at my words, and Horn and Avery smiled at the scene.

And I.

Thought that perhaps the prophecy to head east, the Fallen Twilight Star, and the traces of Nasatya.

Might be something that could be obtained by solving the secret of Tevris.

But.

For now, there's something more important.

On the forest path our carriage is traveling, there are quite a few carriages going back and forth.

Many carriages are rushing toward Tevris, and many are coming from that direction.

"Haha... I-I wonder if there will be any lodgings left when we arrive..."

"Ah."

As Avery said, I'm not sure if we'll be able to find lodging.

We need to stay for several days, and I was getting anxious about the possibility that only expensive lodgings might be left, or none at all.

We don't have that much money, after all.
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There is a nation that symbolizes freedom.

Free spirits gather there, venturing forth into the world under the new name of adventurers.

The Sarabati Republic.

It is the sacred ground for adventurers and the only nation created for freedom.

In the past, present, and in the future to come.

That place will continue to flow through time, embracing its destiny as a nation of freedom and adventure.

However.

Because the freedom given to people sometimes harms others.

Because people who cherish only their own freedom and their own adventures also gather there.

The ash-colored woman may face certain dangers.

Someone might threaten the woman who has stepped out from tranquil peace for freedom and adventure.

So to avoid crisis, trust those who accompany you.

Trust those who go ahead and create new paths.

You who have risen to stand alone must now learn to lean on others.

Therefore.

I hope you trust the people who are working hard for you.

********

When I opened my eyes and looked at the scenery beyond the window, the sun was already high in the sky.

It had been a long time since I'd slept in so late, so I rubbed my dazed eyes trying to gather my wits.

After entering the republic, I immediately found lodging to dissolve the fatigue that had built up.

I hurriedly stripped off my sweat-soaked robe and clothes, put on the pajamas Rein had packed for me, and fell asleep right away.

I had slept for nearly an entire day, and even while lying comfortably, my waist was throbbing.

So I tried to get up and prepare to go out.

Creak-

That sound came from the wooden bed of the shabby lodging.

But that was the only sound; my body didn't move an inch.

"..."

If I were to explain why.

Yes.

"Yaaawn... mmm... uh."

"..."

I'm certain we had each lain in our own beds, but somehow there was a shabby noble lady tightly hugging my body as she slept.

"Hehe... so squishyyy... these... breasts are niiice... mmm..."

"..."

Thanks to Idrin, I had become accustomed to such indecent touches, and strangely, they had followed me even to the republic.

Somehow there was a shabby woman gently squeezing my chest while making lewd sleep-talking sounds like "hehe-"

Thwack-

I hit her head hard as she continued her sleep talk while drooling all over my pajamas.

"Gyuk!? It huuurts...!! Kyeot!!"

I don't understand why her scream sounded like that.

Smack-

As she was screaming with all her might right next to my ear, I frowned and hit her once more.

"Kyaaak! It hurts, it huuurts!!"

"..."

And.

Only then did Eileen separate from me, bolt upright, and look around.

"Ah, Lady Asha! Lady Asha...! Ambush, it's an ambush...! S-someone hit my head... Oww, it hurts so much...!"

"I'm sorry, but there was no ambush. It was a justified attack since there was a declaration of war first."

"Ugh... it hurts so much... And what do you mean by declaration of war..."

"..."

When I just stared at her indifferently despite her words, she looked around with dazed eyes and finally turned her gaze to me.

No matter how oblivious she might be, by now she should realize that I was the one who hit her.

"You don't mean Lady Asha hit me...? Why suddenly...?"

"..."

Instead of answering verbally, I looked at her as she whimpered as if wronged, and pointed to one place after another.

First, the bed.

Then Eileen, you.

Finally, the shoulder of my pajamas, soaked wet.

"Ugh, I don't understand what you mean... Just... my head just hurts so much..."

However, there was no way this noble-in-name-only bumpkin lady would understand what I meant.

So for her who couldn't comprehend, I pointed to each thing again and spoke.

"Violation of mutual non-aggression treaty by bed territory invasion."

"Eh...?"

"Biological terrorism by clinging with an unwashed, smelly body."

"N-no..."

"Serious pajama contamination due to polluted water discharge from an unbrushed mouth."

"..."

"Eileen Frigia Delphinium, if you're truly a noble, please show some noble-like behavior."

"Yes..."

After saying all that, I grabbed a towel and went into the bathroom.

The smell of saliva was really... no joke, so I took off my pajamas and threw them into the basin.

This damn noble lady.

She's not a child, so why on earth does she crawl into someone else's bed while sleeping?

I truly couldn't understand.

And so.

After washing up and getting dressed, Eileen and I came out of the lodging together.

"Lady Asha."

"Yes."

"Do you really need to hide that much...? Wrapping yourself up in a robe and bandana scarf makes you look even more suspicious."

Eileen walked beside me in an outfit not particularly different from before, while I had bundled up even more than when driving the carriage to avoid revealing my identity.

Eileen kept glancing at me and carefully spoke.

"Is it that obvious?"

"Yes, I feel like I'll be investigated and arrested just by being with you..."

"...But you said there would be experts beyond the empire who could recognize my identity."

The sapphire necklace that changed my appearance, the robe that reduced recognition, the crystal bead that somewhat concealed my ash-colored mana, and the bracelet and anklet that suppressed my mana to make me appear as a commoner rather than a mage.

That didn't seem enough, so I was trying to hide even my exposed face.

"Just... if you're discovered, knock everyone out and run away... Look, that guard over there is already looking at you strangely, Lady Asha..."

"..."

As Eileen pointed to a guard in the distance with an uncharacteristically disgusted expression while looking at me.

I sighed deeply and took off the scarf I had wrapped around, putting it in my pocket.

"Yes, now you look a little less suspicious."

"Be quiet."

And I had to press down my robe to hide my reddened ears rather than my hair and eyes.

Anyway.

We started walking.

The guard who was supposedly watching me from a distance didn't stop or investigate me, and we simply walked toward our destination.

"Then let's go to the Adventurer's Guild first! I'll go in ahead and scout! This is definitely helpful!"

"Hmm."

"Don't just 'hmm'! There must be things we need to say!"

Indeed, the first thing we needed to do was register as adventurers.

After all, neither Eileen nor I were adventurers yet, just ordinary travelers or tourists.

I wanted to get a proper ID through adventurer registration, and Eileen... well, she simply had a pure desire to become an adventurer.

"Yes, that's helpful."

"No, you're not being sincere..."

"Wow, thank you so much, Lady Eileen Frigia Delphinium. I don't know how to express my gratitude."

"..."

"If we're done, let's go."

So I walked with oddly light steps toward the Adventurer's Guild that was clearly visible in the distance.

Somehow there was a woman clutching my collar and pouting, so I grabbed her wrist and dragged her along.

Adventurer's Guild.

Those words were roughly written on the large building.

"Wow... adventurers..."

Eileen, standing beside me, had already shaken off her sullen mood and was looking at the guild building with sparkling eyes.

So I lightly touched her back and spoke.

"Then I'll leave it to you, Eileen. Please take a quick look inside and come back."

"Ahem! Just trust me!"

Eileen thrust out her modest chest and entered through the door before me with a creak.

Her smiling face visible through the gap of the closing door was quite cute.

"...Sigh."

In other words, I've finally reached the starting line.

All I needed to do was complete the adventurer registration step by step, find traces of Ain, and follow the path he had taken.

And indeed.

Having someone help me.

Having someone work hard for me is quite a good thing, I think.

Like the people waiting for Ain and me to return together to the empire, now I have a noble lady helping me.

So.

I quite like her.

Slam-

"Hueeeng... I'm really not a child and I came to register as an adventurer..."

"We don't accept children. Please come back when you're an adult."

"Next year... I'll be an adult next year! Kyaak!"

Thud-

Hmm.

"..."

"Ehehe... I failed!"

"...You weren't even an adult?"

"W-well, being just one year away from adulthood means I'm practically an adult, right...?"

Yes.

So, I was about to say that Eileen, who had disappeared in front of me with a thud, wasn't particularly trustworthy.

I had wondered why she would secretly crawl into a sleeping person's bed and cling to them when she wasn't a child.

But Eileen truly was a child.
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In the distance, I could see the city walls.

And beyond them, buildings that rose even higher than the walls themselves.

"Usually there aren't many buildings taller than city walls, but over there, almost all the buildings are taller than the walls."

"That's certainly true."

"Wooow~"

In typical cities, only important buildings rise above the walls to display their grandeur.

The palace where the emperor or king resides, temples of the Papal State, or perhaps the Adventurer's Guild branch would qualify as such large structures.

To begin with, city walls are quite tall, so there's rarely a need to build anything higher than them.

However, this common knowledge didn't seem to apply in Tevris.

Well, I suppose with this many people coming and going, they need to build tall structures on limited land to properly empty the pockets of visitors.

And Horn, the old man, casually reclined again and spat out words befitting his racist self.

"As expected, humans do so many unnecessary things."

"That's a human-phobic statement."

"Do I look like I care?"

"..."

One more tally mark for dwarf-phobia.

I muttered that to myself as I drove the carriage toward the city.

And so.

Though I expected we'd have to wait until nightfall to enter, given the ant-like line of carriages ahead of us.

The carriages in line moved forward one by one quickly, and soon it was our turn to enter the city.

So this is a tourist city.

Even the inspections are lax if it means getting tourists' money faster.

I thought this as I drove the carriage forward.

And the moment our carriage passed through the city walls, the sky—which had definitely been growing dark—suddenly changed back to bright and blue.

"Oh... that's interesting."

While the sight of flying letters was quite fascinating and surprising, magical phenomena always feel unfamiliar and new no matter how many times you see them.

"It's daytime again, Tori!"

"Yaki, sorry, but I have eyes too."

The children exclaimed in wonder and started looking around, and even Avery closed his book and began craning his neck curiously.

But, hmm.

"Hmm... this isn't so much a tourist city as it is purely a city of pleasure."

As old man Horn said, it was less a city for family tourism and more a city for adult entertainment.

The large buildings visible from afar turned out to be casinos, and there were red-light districts exuding a seedy atmosphere despite the broad daylight.

People who appeared to be tourists entered the glittering buildings with bulging purses, and scantily clad women lined the streets, making a mockery of the term "nighttime red-light district."

From the buildings behind these women came faint sounds that children probably shouldn't hear.

"Tori, Tori. Look at that lady over there. She's dancing with hardly any clothes on."

"...Ain, is it okay to let Yaki see this? I don't think he should be looking..."

In other words, it was definitely not a suitable scene for bringing children.

No.

These bastards clearly advertised it as a tourist city, but why is it adult entertainment instead of family tourism?

I had planned to let the twins enjoy sightseeing while I investigated the city's secrets, but my plan was already falling apart.

"Damn it."

"That's mother-phobic language."

"...Mommy."

"Better."

I don't really understand what constitutes hate speech or whatever, but I need to cover the children's eyes first.

So I asked the old man and Avery to cover the children's eyes, and they kept them covered until our carriage arrived at the lodging.

"...Why are they shaking their bare bottoms in broad daylight?"

"It's always daytime here, you idiot. You explained it yourself and already forgot? What kind of fool are you?"

"Ah."

That's right.

Night never comes.

I thought about this as I turned my head slightly to look beyond the city walls.

But from inside the city, the view outside also showed only a bright and blue sky.

Yet clearly.

Before we entered, the sun had been setting.

Fortunately, one good thing was that contrary to our concerns, there was plenty of accommodation available.

The lodgings were also quite affordable, so we parked our carriage, quickly unpacked, and flopped down on the beds.

"Wooow, so soft!"

As the children said, the beds were unnecessarily soft.

I wondered what the point of soft beds was if no one would be sleeping, though.

Perhaps that's also why, contrary to our expectations, the lodgings were cheap and plentiful.

As I lay there blankly, I heard old man Horn's voice.

"So what's the plan now? You're the one who wanted to come here, so let's hear it."

"Hmm..."

"...Don't tell me you have no plan?"

Well, it's not that I have no plan.

I sighed deeply and sat up, looking around at my companions who were staring at me blankly, and began to speak.

"First of all, we won't stay long. While we won't feel tired here, fatigue will continue to accumulate in our bodies, so I plan to finish our business and leave within ten days, which is the maximum limit."

I had already paid for the lodging for that duration.

Most tourists who visit here are also aware that they can only stay for about ten days.

When the fatigue accumulated from not sleeping for ten days hits all at once, it would certainly be too much for adult men, let alone children and the elderly.

"So don't run around or get too excited just because you don't feel tired or exhausted. If all that accumulated fatigue hits at once, it could be dangerous."

Besides, since this is a place where you don't get tired even from intense exercise, that's another thing to be careful about.

My companions nodded at my words.

The twins, who had been bouncing on the bed, stopped and sat down quietly.

"I didn't expect this place to be solely focused on pleasure, so my plan to let the children play while I investigate has hit a snag."

Of course, I had anticipated some adult entertainment like casinos and brothels, but I hadn't expected them to be absolutely everywhere—that was my mistake.

"Anyway, the essence remains the same. I'll focus on investigation. I intend to uncover why night never comes and find at least some clues about what Nasatya is."

However, our original purpose for coming here hasn't changed.

"So I'd like you all to basically investigate any suspicious aspects, but if you want to enjoy the casinos or other entertainment, a day or two is fine. Except for the brothels, of course."

I was speaking in an incongruously serious voice amidst what sounded like cheers.

I'd pretty much said everything I needed to say.

And if there was one important issue remaining, it was the two children sitting quietly with bright smiles.

"As for the twins... well. Do you want to wait at the lodging, or follow me around? I'd prefer if you stayed safely at the lodging..."

At my words, the two children got up from the bed and ran over to me, clinging to me.

"Let's go! Chance for a big fortune!"

The children, openly declaring they would follow me, each grabbed one of my legs and rubbed their faces against them.

I smiled at the sight and patted their heads.

And so.

After we all got ready to go out, we stood in front of the lodging looking at each other.

And then I remembered one fact I hadn't mentioned, so I spoke to my companions.

"By the way, there are no clocks inside the buildings in the city. The only public clock is in the clock tower at the central square, so please don't get too absorbed in the city."

"Wait, what should we do then?"

"Let's set a time to meet back here. And we'll split into teams: me with the twins, and Horn with Avery."

In the city, apart from personal timepieces, the only public clock was the one in the clock tower.

It was inevitable that they wanted tourists to lose track of time and spend money extravagantly.

Since we wouldn't feel tired or sleepy, we could really lose our sense of time.

Moreover, personal timepieces were quite expensive items, and only Horn and I had them among our group, so Avery and the old man had to be a team.

"The current time is... 8 PM. So let's meet back at the lodging in six hours, at 2 AM. Even though you won't feel tired, feel free to return earlier if you want."

"Alright, let's do that."

At my words, old man Horn nodded and glanced up at Avery, who had somehow approached his side.

"Haha... I'll be in your care, sir."

"Yeah, just follow me closely and don't get distracted."

"Haha... I'll try my best."

Avery bent his knees slightly to meet Horn's eye level and nodded, trying to be polite.

"...Have you ever seen such a rude fellow? Bending your knees because I'm short is dwarf discrimination."

"Oh, is... is that so?"

Hmm.

This is already a worrying combination.

Even though it was an unavoidable choice, I'm not sure if joint investigation by a racist old man and a quack doctor with a three-time success rate is the right decision.

So, wanting to stop looking at this spectacle as soon as possible, I spoke up.

"...Let's get going then."

With that, we turned our backs to each other and walked in opposite directions.

The sky was bluer and clearer than anywhere else.

Whispering that it would never end.

The eternal white night speaks of a destiny that can never be abandoned.
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Eileen and I had been staring into each other's eyes for quite a long time.

"..."

"..."

I was contemplating what to do with this immature girl who had left her hometown and come to the Republic despite not even being an adult yet.

And I was reflecting on how I had been tormenting, smacking, and speaking harshly to someone much younger than me without realizing it.

Although I didn't know my own age, it had been well over 13 years since I met Ain when I was young, so I was definitely at least a few years older than Eileen.

"..."

"..."

Somehow.

"You wet yourself at every opportunity."

"Lady Asha... That seems like pure criticism unrelated to my age..."

All her inexperienced and inadequate behavior could now be explained by the simple fact that she was young.

"You'd sneak into my bed and drool disgustingly on my nightgown's shoulder."

"These are just... really hurtful comments regardless of age, aren't they?"

"I'd understand if it's because you're young."

I don't think I was like that when I was young, but not everyone can be mature from childhood.

"Ah, Lady Asha must have been just as clumsy and inadequate when you were young too!"

"No, I wasn't really, wasn't really like..."

To be honest, I was definitely not like Eileen.

I did strip my clothes off outside without hesitation, and I did make rude verbal mistakes while wandering around the market.

I didn't know how to wash myself so Ain had to clean every part of my body, and I didn't know how to use utensils so I ate food with my hands.

Memories of speaking informally to customers and making all sorts of mistakes while working at the grocery store were vividly coming back to me, but...

"Hehehe!"

"I wasn't like... that..."

That was...

That was all... because I lacked common sense.

So.

I was relatively mature even when I was young.

I was definitely mature... wasn't I?

Hmm.

"See! You can't answer properly, right? You were definitely clumsy too!"

"...I'm going to register as an adventurer."

"Hmph, changing the subject~"

"..."

Yes.

The important thing is registering as an adventurer.

It's the right decision to put these useless thoughts aside.

So I opened the door to the Adventurer's Guild without making eye contact with Eileen, who was sticking close to me and giggling.

And.

With a creaking sound, the door opened to reveal a fortunately quiet and ordinary scene welcoming me.

As Eileen had said while scratching her head—that she had looked around even as she was being kicked out and it seemed quiet enough—the interior was indeed quiet and uncrowded.

It seemed that most adventurers had gone out on quests since it was just past lunchtime, an awkward hour.

So I headed to the reception desk, dragging Eileen who was firmly holding onto my arm.

"No... noble young lady. I told you that you can't register even if you bring a guardian. If you throw another tantrum, I'll call the guards again?"

I spoke to the receptionist who was scratching her head in frustration.

"Not her, I'm the one who wants to register as an adventurer."

"Oh, you're the guardian?"

"I'm not her guardian, but I am here for my own registration."

"Ah, I see. Then please submit your ID first, and I'd appreciate it if you could remove the hood of your robe."

At her words, I handed over my noble certification and slightly removed my robe to reveal my face.

"Hmm, a noble certification instead of an ID and...? Wow... you're quite stunning. Please put your robe back on quickly. Adventurers are generally perverts obsessed with women, so it's dangerous."

"Yes."

She examined my face with an entranced expression and then waved her hand, telling me to cover up quickly.

So this is why I was thinking...

Somehow.

Somehow, despite this being a rather important matter, it seemed to be proceeding rather casually.

It was going so smoothly that I wondered if this was the country of freedom and adventure or just the country of casualness and sloppiness.

So maybe registering as an adventurer wasn't something to worry about at all.

And Eileen, seemingly dissatisfied with this situation, pouted and muttered.

"This person might not be an adult either... why only me..."

"You're clearly not an adult, noble young lady. Besides, if we carelessly register underage nobles as adventurers and something goes wrong, the level of responsibility is different, so we can't help it."

Somehow, I was treating Eileen casually without much thought, but nobles were actually people who shouldn't be approached carelessly.

"I'm only a few months away from being an adult..."

"Yes, please come back in a few months then. We have to be careful with noble cases, so I appreciate your understanding~"

Her complaints were falling on deaf ears as the skilled receptionist explained that there had been several cases where people got hurt after carelessly registering as adventurers.

"Tsk... I should have said I didn't have ID...!"

"Yes, then we would have thought you were even younger and still wouldn't have accepted you~"

She was quickly filling out the paperwork for my adventurer registration while deflecting Eileen's comments.

Finding Eileen's foot-stomping adorable, she looked up slightly and...

"Pfft... Here, have this to calm your emotions, noble young lady."

She rummaged around and pulled out a candy, extending it across the counter with a grin.

"I-I'm not a child who would be pacified by just a piece of candy... mmph!"

So I took the candy and put it in Eileen's complaining mouth.

"...Mmm, it's delicious."

Eileen quieted down, sucking on the candy.

And.

Finally, the receptionist, who had almost completed the paperwork, made eye contact with me and smiled.

"Hehe, thank you, beautiful traveler. We're almost done with the paperwork, so could you please tell me your name and specialty for the final part?"

"My name is Asha."

"Yes~"

"My specialty is magic."

"Oh my, it's been a long time since we've had a mage who registered as an adventurer before entering the Magic Tower."

So she showed a clear reaction to my words and filled in the remaining blanks.

"Then finally, for verification, could you please place your hand on this crystal ball? It's for measuring your magical power."

"..."

At those words, I hesitated as I was about to nod and looked at her.

"It won't hurt, so don't worry and just place it lightly~"

"...Yes."

A sense of tension crept up on me.

I had been thinking that they were handling things rather casually.

But with the mention of measuring magical power and the crystal ball she pointed to, those thoughts vanished, and anxiety took their place.

What if.

What if this crystal ball detects my ash-colored mana? What should I do?

What if the transparent crystal ball reveals my hidden true nature and becomes stained with a dull color?

"Lady Asha...?"

Beside me was Eileen, clutching my clothes and looking up at me with anxious eyes.

In front of me was the receptionist, smiling and gesturing, and throughout the guild were adventurers taking a break.

If my ash-colored mana were to be discovered now, what should I do with these people?

If I just put them to sleep and ran away, I might be fine, but I'm not sure if Eileen would be safe.

Obviously, I couldn't use the method of killing everyone to leave no trace.

Then should I use magic to erase their memories?

My proficiency with that magic is still low, so there's a risk of erasing all their memories if I'm not careful.

So.

As I was pondering this briefly, the receptionist's voice reached me again.

"Hmm, is there a problem? We can't register you as an adventurer without measuring your magical power..."

If I delay any longer, I'll arouse unnecessary suspicion.

Even though she seems kind and nice, she might look at me suspiciously and call people over.

So I shook my head and raised my hand.

"...No. I'll do it now."

Hoping that the items given to me by Innkeeper Yansen would work effectively.

With that, I placed my hand on the crystal ball with a thud.

I feel a slight tremor.

Woong-

With such vibrations, the crystal ball slowly absorbs my mana bit by bit.

"Yes~ The results will be out in a moment."

The previously transparent crystal ball gradually fills with color and becomes bubbly.

I bit my lip hard, hoping that its color wouldn't turn dull.

Woong- Woong-

Though the process only takes a few seconds, I find it hard to breathe.

Please.

Please don't let there be a problem from the start.

I desperately hoped that my efforts over the past three years to hide the ash powder and the items given by Innkeeper Yansen would work.

I was staring at the crystal ball, earnestly wishing for just that.

Tick-

With that sound, the crystal ball stopped rippling.

And the receptionist, who had been carefully observing the crystal ball, soon smiled at me and spoke.

"Hmm, yes! It's done. Your magic level isn't high. Lady Asha, your magic level is E, which is two levels above the lowest G level."

"..."

"Phew..."

Hearing Eileen's sigh, I closed my eyes tightly, relieved that it had ended without any problems.

The receptionist continued.

"There's plenty of potential for mana growth, so please train diligently in the future~ Your adventurer registration card is ready. The fee is 2000 dera~"

"Eek! That's expensive!"

"Hehe, noble young lady. But we have to make a living too~"

The receptionist smiled again and handed me the adventurer registration card.

It was.

A small ID card with my name, specialty, adventurer rank, and magic level.

Additionally, it had a fairly accurate drawing of my face, similar to a police sketch in a newspaper.

I received it, bowed my head in gratitude, and was able to leave the place.

Thud-

The thick door closes.

My previously light-hearted feelings were now buried under the thumping, intensely resonating sound like the closing door.

So only then could I reveal the trembling I had been holding back.

I hid my trembling hands inside my robe and had to take several deep breaths.

"...Huu."

"Are you okay, Lady Asha?"

"...I'm fine."

Cold sweat was profusely flowing from my hands.

It fell to the floor with a thud, leaving a dark mark.

But there had been no problem.

********

Behind the door that closed with a thud was the receptionist organizing the scattered documents.

"Hmm~ Seeing a pretty mage has put me in a good mood. Time to go home~"

The receptionist was humming a tune, preparing to switch shifts with another receptionist.

As the next worker entered the reception area and they finally exchanged places, she stood up with a grin, about to greet her colleague.

Crack-

"Well, I'll be going... Huh?"

Crash-

"Eek! What's this, why did it suddenly break...?"

As the woman was leaving the reception area, she was startled by the crystal ball that had suddenly shattered.

The crystal ball broken into pieces.

"That's strange. The crystal ball shouldn't have reached the end of its lifespan yet... Could they have sold us a defective product?"

Ash powder was slowly escaping from it and dispersing, but she didn't notice and just tilted her head in confusion.

"Ah, whatever! I'm going home!"

The ash powder.

It disperses, avoiding people's eyes.
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In the bustling streets of the city.

Among the twins holding my hands and walking with heavy steps, Yaki was the first to speak up.

Even though I kept my head down because the surroundings were so hedonistic and decadent despite it being daytime, the children's curiosity and liveliness couldn't be contained by that alone.

"Brother Ain, we can't stay here for more than ten days, right?"

"Yeah. We can't."

That's not allowed.

It's largely because it would negatively impact the twins' common sense and character development, but...

"Why not?"

"You'll die."

More importantly, if you exceed that established limit, you'd have to risk your life when trying to leave the city again.

"What...?"

"I'm not joking. Once you stay for about a month, you simply can't leave. The moment you try to exit, all the fatigue that's been building up without you knowing will rush in at once, and you'll drop dead on the spot."

And this is a story proven by quite a few cases.

When Tevris first changed like this, people thought it was just interesting and good, so they continued their daily lives in Tevris without worry.

They didn't feel tired, and they didn't need to sleep.

That meant they could enjoy life more and earn more money.

So at first, they just thought it was a blessing and enjoyed the anomaly.

However.

The problem occurred the moment they tried to leave the city.

The moment they stepped outside the city to go on a trip, or as soon as they started a long-overdue carriage journey to distribute goods.

The fact that those who crossed the city walls suddenly stopped breathing and died would have been a story of despair for the residents of Tevris who belatedly realized the problem with the anomaly.

That's how the limit for how long one could stay was determined by people's deaths.

The maximum period one could stay and still be okay after taking some rest, despite being extremely tired, was ten days.

Even that varied from person to person, but from just a day or two beyond that, the probability of death increased exponentially.

So we too had to set our maximum limit at ten days and act accordingly.

It was a city of tourism and pleasure, and many residents made plenty of money to sustain their livelihoods.

It wasn't for nothing that there were large posters on the city walls promising substantial rewards for solving the problem.

Because the residents there couldn't leave even though they were destined to die young.

Because their fate had been decided like that.

They, as ordinary people, were hoping that someone would come and solve what they couldn't.

So, perhaps the transformation into a tourist city was also an inner desire for many people to flock there.


And Tori, who had been listening to my explanation, tilted her head and asked.

"Um, wouldn't it be a problem if we solved it...? If it's suddenly resolved and becomes a normal city, wouldn't all the residents who've been living there die?"

"Probably not."

"Why?"

"According to scholars, assuming this is a magical phenomenon, magic has clear cause and effect. If the phenomenon disappears and the city returns to normal, all the accumulated karma will be shouldered by the caster."

If it's ancient magic, it's the magic of someone already dead, so it doesn't matter. If it's modern magic, it's the magic of a villain, so they deserve to die.

"So whether it's ancient magic or someone's malicious modern magic, if we solve it, the residents can live normally."

Of course, that's if the assumption that it's magic is correct.

And.

The residents here say that even if it's not magic and they have to die, they'd rather have this phenomenon end.

"I see... Then we definitely need to solve it!"

"That's right, we're the owners of the letter, so we'll definitely solve it! For the massive reward—I mean, for the people of Tevris!"

The children nodded vigorously after saying that, and I watched them and gently patted their heads.

We ended our conversation like that and quickened our pace.

Step, step—

My footsteps sound a bit urgent, and the children once again walk with their heads slightly bowed.

We don't have much time.

If we can't definitively solve the problem here, it's best to stay as briefly as possible.




Under the tall buildings, some people with empty expressions fill the streets.

Homeless people sprawled on the streets, having fallen into despair after realizing too late that they'd spent too much time gambling.

Like those who have fallen beneath the brilliant lights.

If they can't leave this place and don't have the courage to die, that is.










The twins and I mainly wandered through the alleys, away from the main roads.

The foul-smelling alleys weren't particularly preferred places, but if it was a problem unsolved for 100 years, it seemed like we should search the quieter places rather than the busy ones.

I was hesitating about whether we should go because of the children, but they grabbed my hands first and said it was okay.

"...unnecessarily mature."

"What is?"

"Nothing."

If there's one less bitter fact.

There were no abandoned children in the alleys of this city.

No matter which alley we wandered through, there was only the stench of filth, not the sight of struggling children.

I had been worried about what to do with orphans we might encounter since we couldn't save them, but it was an unnecessary concern.

To begin with, it wasn't a city children would visit for tourism, and the residents earned quite a lot of money, so they were mostly affluent households.


So we were mainly wandering through quiet places.

"The buildings in this alley all look so secluded and suspicious that we could go into each one."

"Yes, let's do that. Follow behind me, not beside."

"Yes~"

So we were in the midst of entering and examining each building.

As the two children said, there's a row of buildings that look secluded enough to possibly hide something.

I still wondered if it was right to bring children to such a place, but the eyes of the children peeking out from behind me sparkled with anticipation.

So I took a step forward.

Step—

The sound of my shoes in the silence led to a shabby door hidden behind the glamour.

As soon as I opened the door with a creak, musty dust mixed with the wind and escaped.

The scene inside was nothing but slimy, secluded darkness, so we just stared at it for a moment.

"..."

"..."

"It's more likely to be haunted than magical."

"B-but, we have a lantern, brother..."

In other words, it was so eerie that it seemed like a ghost would grab you the moment you entered, and you'd never return.

Before I knew it, the children had placed a lantern and oil beside me and were standing two steps away, waving some kind of cheerleading sticks.

"What are you doing?"

"Have a safe trip."

"..."

"F-fighting..."

I told you to stay at the inn obediently, you brats.

What if something happens to the twins while I'm inside alone?

"Stop saying weird things and follow me quickly, little ones."

"Eeh..."

I lit the lantern and lifted it, then attached the children to my legs again.

And I started moving forward, waving the lantern light in the dark shadows.


And so.

With each step forward, the sound of my footsteps echoed on the old wooden floor.

The interior of the old, dilapidated building was both eerie and not as eerie as expected.

Everywhere the lantern light shone, there were traces of people that weren't too old, and there were also rags and clothes scattered around.

Perhaps it's being used as a windbreak shelter for the homeless?

Would that constitute breaking and entering?

Hmm.

Since they're squatting in an abandoned house to begin with, it might not constitute breaking and entering.

I muttered such nonsense to myself as I continued walking, and because the building interior was larger than expected, we spent 10 minutes, 20 minutes examining various places.

"Brother, I don't see any suspicious secret passages."

"Yaki, you idiot. Do you think secret passages would be that easy to spot?"

"What are you saying, Tori? We're twins, so if I'm an idiot, you're an idiot too, you know?"

"No, I'm smart. Only you're stupid."

"Hey."

"What."

"...be quiet, you little ones."

The children seemed to have relaxed at some point and were bickering as usual.

It seemed that since the building was really empty despite their initial fear, and as their eyes got used to the darkness, their previously sealed mouths had opened again.

"I don't see any magic either, brother."

"As if you can distinguish what magic is."

"Be quiet, stupid. I was talking to brother."

"I was talking to brother too, and you called me an idiot."

"That's because you are an idiot, Yaki."

"Hey."

"What."

"I said be quiet, really."

Seeing them growling at each other while gripping each other's hair, I let out a deep sigh.

Since the children's arguments usually lasted quite long once they started, I thought I'd leave them be and look around a bit.

And.

Creak—

"Tori, you...?"

"Yaki, you idiot...?"

Creak—

As soon as we heard a creaking sound and sensed a presence from the end of the corridor, the children's bickering stopped instantly.

Creak— Creak—

The unpleasant noise of the old wooden floor continued, and it wasn't just one person but several.

I quickly extinguished the lantern light and, in the darkness, hid my body, embraced the children, and hoped that whoever they were would just pass by.


But such a ridiculous hope isn't particularly realistic.

With one final creak, a figure that had somehow approached us turned on a light and spoke.

"Two kids and one adult. Sell the kids and just kill that guy."

"Hmm, does he have money? Looking at his appearance, it's hard to tell."

"Don't know, we can just search him. Hey, do you have money? If you have a lot, I'll let you live, hehe..."

About ten burly men, each holding a weapon, approached us.


They're blatantly robbers.

"Damn."

"T-that's a mother-hating expression."

"...Mommy."

"T-that's right..."

You learned something weird from the old man.

The children had already hidden behind me and said that.

Stab—

"What are these kids saying... Argh!!"

I instantly dashed forward and stabbed the heart of the one in front.

"...one down."

Even if it's a city with only daytime, doing this in broad daylight?

You tax-evading bastards.

"Y-you crazy bastard...! Hey, kill him!!"

Originally, a fight begins by piercing through the opponent's carelessness with a surprise attack.

The one who remains calm and composed in a sudden situation is the one who achieves victory.

I kicked the lantern he was holding, extinguishing the light.

Darkness returns.

I threw my black robe to the children, and they, as if accustomed to it, crawled under my robe and hid in a darker, more secluded place.

Stab—

"Hey, shit! Light again... Urgh! Ugh..."

"Two."

The fact that the space isn't very wide is fortunate for me.

In the darkness, they can't swing their weapons recklessly, so I open my eyes wide and pierce through the flailing figures one by one.

"Aaah... Y-you crazy... ugh."

"Three."

Seven still remain.

I need to kill as many as possible while they're flustered from the light being out.

In a fight between armed individuals, not a bare-handed versus armed fight, the side with more numbers is definitely advantageous.

Thinking that, I approached a guy who was blindly swinging his weapon out of fear.

Thud—

"Ugh!"

I kicked him at the right timing, sending him flying towards where the robbers were gathered.

And soon, with a slashing sound, they get entangled with each other, and screams are heard.

Hearing a gurgling sound and seeing one figure collapse, it seems that, luckily, a blind blade has stabbed a comrade's neck, taking care of one.

Slash—

"Urgh... gurgle..."

"Four, and five."

So I coldly slit the next one's throat.

The number of robbers was instantly halved, and finally, one of them picked up a lantern from the floor and lit it.

Only then does the scene flicker with light again.

Blood is splattered everywhere, mixing with dust and forming clumps.

Red liquid is still gushing from the corpses with pierced necks and hearts.

"Aaah... Y-you crazy murderer...! That bastard k-killed five of us...!"

There are still five left, but one or two of them are backing away, seemingly scared of me as I flick the blood off my sword.

However, there's one thing I need to correct.

"No, that's not right."

"L-let's kill him...! Now that the light's on, let's all stab him to death...!"

I speak to the ones rushing towards me, growling like frightened beasts.

"You were the ones who tried to kill first, sell us, and steal our money. I've encountered such people many times, and I'm not going to be foolishly victimized anymore."

Three years.

For three years, I've been foolishly victimized, resulting in scars all over my body.

So I had to discard any hesitation about killing people long ago.

During the past three years as an adventurer, I've learned painfully that if I harbor such hesitation towards the villains I encounter, I'll be the one to die.

The scar on my back, which I got because I was naive and was deeply stabbed, and the scars on my shoulder and the long mark on my thigh, which I got while being chased by many, proved it.

They whisper that I couldn't just laugh happily if I acted like a pushover.

So I had to grit my teeth and swing my sword at people.

"Die, just die...!"

I raise my sword.

My eyes flicker red as they reflect the lantern light, and my sword, unlike before, moves quite elegantly and beheads another one.

"Six."

And.

Dealing with the remaining four didn't take long.






In other words.

The memory of the first time I killed someone was still vivid.

When I was being chased by a group of bandits while traveling alone in a carriage, and feeling like I was really going to die, I swung my sword and killed someone.

When they, who were people who killed others and stole their belongings, rushed at me, expressing their resentment because their comrade had died.

I, quite ridiculously, vomited while killing people.

In the end, at the thought that I had killed someone, I suddenly felt nauseous and vomited everything I had eaten.

I swung my sword again, spraying vomit over the corpses of the bandits.

It was disgusting.

I'm not sure what was so disgusting, but everything felt repulsive, so I had to vomit for quite a while.

I was clearly living in this world, but my inner self was half mixed with that of a modern person.

Although I had learned how to shoot a gun in the military, I had never actually pointed a gun at a person.

I belatedly realized how heavy the reality of having to kill someone was.

Beasts.

Monsters.

The sensation was quite different and more vivid than when cutting down such creatures, and I hated it.

I hated the desperate screams and pleas for life that came because they could communicate.

Even though they were bad guys who had tried to kill me first and steal my belongings, I felt repulsion.


And.

To me, who was harboring such concerns, Bex, the swordmaster who first taught me the sword, said:

"Of course you can feel that way, but would you say the same thing after someone precious to you is killed by such people?"

To me, who hadn't been able to shake off all those concerns, Sir Joseph, a knight I met in Krepen, said:

"People? Why are they people? Those who don't follow the law and hold the sword backwards are not people but beasts."

They said:

"Don't hesitate. If you want to move forward, be prepared to kill, Ain."

"Don't hesitate. If you've drawn your sword, be prepared to cut down whatever is in front of you, Ain."

They told me not to hesitate.


Although their words didn't immediately resonate with me at the time.

Stab—

"Urgh... grr..."

Thud—

"...ten."

Now I calmly wipe the blood off my sword in a room stained with blood.

"Kids, keep your eyes closed."

"Yes."

I picked up the children, still wrapped in the robe, from the corner and headed outside.


And so.

My body smelled of blood until I returned to the inn and washed it off.

The red stains on my clothes would never completely disappear, always leaving a faint mark.
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To put it simply.

After leaving the Adventurer's Guild, Eileen and I wandered aimlessly through the streets.

I needed to do this to calm my turbulent emotions, and Eileen, sensing my mood, simply walked beside me without daring to speak a word.

I kept worrying about what to do if I were discovered, but the truth is, my identity must not be revealed.

The purpose of my journey is to help Ain, not to reveal my identity and obstruct his path and goals.

Now that I've felt such a crisis from the start—one that made my heart tighten—my somewhat complacent mind has begun to work more sharply.

There's nothing good about staying in the Republic for too long.

The original purpose of coming here first was twofold:

Registering as an adventurer to somewhat verify my identity, and tracing Ain's footsteps to determine the destination of my next journey.

So if I've somehow achieved the first goal, it's right to proceed with the next one without delay.

Ain's traces.

I know at least one place where his traces would remain most clearly and vividly.

"...the souvenir shop."

"W-what...? Pardon? Asha, what did you say?"

"Let's go to the souvenir shop."

"So suddenly...?"

The numerous souvenirs that filled my room over the past three years—the shop where he bought them should have his traces deeply embedded.

With that thought, I began walking through the streets without a clear direction.

"W-wait...! I'll come with you, Asha!"

I quickened my previously slow pace and headed toward one of the several souvenir shops in the city.

And so I went around the city, visiting several souvenir shops and asking about Ain.

I needed a souvenir shop that he frequently visited, so I searched for his traces with somewhat hurried steps.

After visiting several places, I entered a shop.

Inside, there was a musty smell reminiscent of antiques.

And since that musty smell was definitely something I had faintly detected from the souvenirs sent to me, I stepped inside with some confidence.

I asked the owner if she knew someone named Ain, and after tilting her head for a moment, she spoke.

However.

"Ain? Oh, are you talking about Ain the Incompetent...?"

"What do you mean by incompetent...?"

That wasn't the heart-fluttering story I wanted to hear.

"It's a label attached to someone who only managed to become a mid-rank adventurer despite three years of effort. Though it's not wrong, since he truly was someone without much ability."

"...I see."

It was certainly not a heroic tale about the dependable man who always stood before me.

"Yes, honestly, I felt sorry for him. There were some malicious adventurers who subtly harassed and picked fights with him. Ain would act like he didn't care and just ignore them, but how could anyone not care about such things?"

"..."

There were no brilliant adventure stories about Ain that I had hoped and expected.

It was just.

The story of a man who left my side, suffered alone, and continued to move forward despite the wounds on his body and in his heart.

"I don't know why he insisted on being an adventurer despite all that. When was it...? When he visited my shop, I asked him because his expressionless face seemed a bit pitiful. Why did he continue despite being ignored like that?"

It was the story of a man who fell many times, knelt many times, but got up again and moved forward, even if it meant doing menial jobs.

And.

"He said he had something he needed to accomplish no matter what. He grinned and said he was going to change the world—I just thought... he was an amazing guy. I didn't know there could be someone who could say such things despite carrying the label of 'incompetent.'"

"...Ah."

That was definitely a story containing the same kind smile he had shown me.

Even amid the rising sadness because it was so different from what I had expected, Ain's traces made the corners of my mouth curl up.

After clearing away the layers covering them, his footprints appeared more clearly.

And so.

With those final words about Ain, the shop owner asked me:

"But why are you looking for him? He's always busy running around, so I don't know where he might be."

As she tilted her head and looked at me with somewhat suspicious eyes, I smiled slightly and answered:

"I have a reason to meet him. We have a connection that spans well over ten years."

"Hmm, a hometown friend... Oh, then could you be the recipient of the souvenirs Ain bought here?"

"I suppose so."

The various souvenirs piled up in the small room of the grocery store attest to that fact.

After hearing my words, the owner sighed as if regretful.

"Ah, that's a bit unfortunate then... Given that he hasn't been seen for quite some time, he's probably gone somewhere else."

"That's alright. How often did Ain come to this shop?"

"Well... he came occasionally during those three years. Just occasionally, since it's strange for an adventurer to visit a souvenir shop frequently."

Then it's truly alright.

That's enough.

With just that much, I can sufficiently read his traces.

With that thought, I carefully asked the owner for permission.

"May I use magic here?"

"Hmm, yes. As long as it doesn't cause problems for my shop..."

"Thank you."

After bowing my head to her for readily giving permission, I scattered blue mana around.

"Wow..."

"Oh..."

Small exclamations of admiration came from the owner and Eileen, and amidst them, I chanted:

"Footsteps."

"Traces."

"They are the story created by one person."

The ash does not spread.

The bluish mana, seemingly not my own, ripples and spreads around, eventually engulfing the interior of the small shop.

"I-is this really okay...?"

"A-Asha...?"

"It's fine."

What I created with mana was an illusionary space.

Kneading his remaining breath and touch, pressing in the layers of his affection and memories piled up throughout the shop.

Gathering the mud where his footsteps lingered for a long time and the footprints engraved as he moved forward, creating a dreamy illusion of the past.

It's just magic I created specifically to follow his path.

Magic I created thinking only of one person.

Of course, there's no need to inflate it this much, and I could have made it visible only to myself, but.

Well... yes.

I also had the desire to express things related to him a bit excessively.

And then I hear it.

- Hello, I came to buy some souvenirs.

Truly.

After a long time, his voice sounds vivid again.

- Hmm... first, what would a woman like?

I see a face that's a bit more mature than I remember.

His slightly unkempt hair flutters, and there are small scars on his face.

- Ah, would she like this?

The scar on his forearm extends quite long.

Unlike when he left, his clothes are worn out, showing the hardships he's been through.

The scabbard hanging at his waist is quite old, as if it's been used many times.

- Looking at this might make her feel a bit better, right?

And.

He's very handsome.

After choosing an item, his grinning face is incredibly handsome.

"He's handsome..."

"He's decent-looking. Though he looks a bit shabby from all the hardship."

The two people watching the passing scene with me nod and say so.

I didn't ask for their evaluation, but they're whispering among themselves while looking at Ain's profile.

So I quietly said:

"Don't covet him. He's mine."

While I might not need much else.

"I-I don't particularly want to die..."

"I'm already a mother of three..."

Ain is definitely mine.

I will never give him to anyone else.

With that thought, I continued to watch the illusionary scene for a long time.

Before I knew it, my face had turned red, and the corners of my mouth had curled up into a broad smile.

My heart was pounding loudly, and a ticklish feeling kept welling up, making me fidget.

Traces.

Traces remain more vividly than one might think.

They gradually fade as they're covered by other traces, new footprints, and the stories of numerous adventurers, but.

His story, which would have remained for nearly three years, never completely disappears and remains faint yet distinct.
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And so.

A problem arose on the second day after repeating the same investigation process.

An anomaly occurred among us when we gathered again on the evening of the second day, under a remarkably bright sky.

Though I didn't feel fatigue, we still needed time to catch our breath. While resting with the kids back at our lodging, the door suddenly burst open.

"...what the hell."

Old man Horn entered the lodging with the unconscious Avery slung over his shoulder, then tossed him down with a thud before speaking.

"Young one, don't touch any of the entertainment in this place. Something's strange. It seems people become weird the moment they enjoy the entertainment."

"You mean they lose consciousness when they enjoy entertainment?"

That can't be right. Then what about all those people enjoying themselves out there?

"No, not that. I knocked him out and brought him here because he wouldn't listen to a damn word I said."

"..."

That makes more sense.

I thought the back of Avery's head looked a bit lumpy. This old man... I wonder if he hit him hard enough to kill him.

"For now, help me remove all the vials and tools from this guy's body and tie him up tight with rope. I'll explain afterward."

"Okay."

So Horn and I dragged Avery over, stripped off his coat, emptied all his pockets, and then tied him up tightly with rope before tossing him onto the bed.

Then we began our conversation while the kids stared at us blankly, munching on snacks.

"So what's Avery's condition?"

"Sigh... Unlike you all, we checked out gambling dens and all sorts of entertainment facilities where people gather. After observing and monitoring for two days straight, we discovered something strange."

"Something strange?"

"Yes. People who first visited these entertainment venues seemed normal, but after enjoying themselves a bit, they started acting strange one by one."

I nodded in response, waiting for him to continue, and Horn sighed deeply before continuing.

"They don't become overtly manic, but they seem to get quickly addicted to the entertainment after just a few rounds. Of course, not everyone was affected. Some people played multiple rounds and left without any noticeable changes."

According to Old Man Horn, not everyone was affected, but those who were fell into it unnaturally quickly.

"So after two days of observation, we concluded that we needed to try it ourselves. So Avery and I played a few rounds together, but..."

"Are you senile? Why would you do that?"

"I'm fine, aren't I? And we didn't just try it blindly—it was to prove the conclusion we reached after careful observation."

So.

To test their theory, they both gambled a few rounds, and only Avery's condition became strange.

"It seems the city's problem is indeed magical. I don't know what kind of magic it is, but there's a spell cast over the entire city that makes people addicted to entertainment. I was fine because I wore a magic-resistant cloak, but this guy in his ordinary coat lost his mind."

Old Man Horn fluttered the cloak he was wearing as he said this.

"Thinking about it again, those who enjoyed themselves and left normally probably had artifacts with magic resistance effects. Though it doesn't completely negate the effect, so they'd still get addicted if they enjoyed it longer."

"Then if we just have such artifacts, the biggest problem in this city could be somewhat offset..."

"You think so?"

I see. Even with magic resistance, that wouldn't solve everything.

And then.

While we were talking, the tightly bound Avery opened his eyes.

He blinked a few times, then looked at Horn and me before speaking.

"Hmm, we're at the lodging. I don't think it was necessary to tie me up like this. Old Man Horn, you must have misunderstood something."

"..."

His pupils look normal.

They're not showing signs of madness or anxiously flickering as the old man described.

"I'm fine. Being tied up and unable to do anything seems to have brought me back to my senses. So perhaps you could untie this rope? We need to get back to investigating."

"..."

He's not violently resisting or foaming at the mouth.

He's calmly suggesting we continue the investigation, as if making normal, rational judgments like usual.

However.

"Ain, the gambling den is extremely suspicious. The secret we've been looking for must be hidden there, so I'll go back to explore it. Please untie this rope quickly."

"Hey, shut up."

This bastard.

He's not stuttering.

This extreme stutterer is speaking without a single stutter, articulating more clearly than I do.

I found the situation so absurd that I turned to Old Man Horn, who was sitting beside me with his hand on his head.

"Horn, wouldn't three hits with a hammer make him better?"

"No matter what, he's not a metal ingot, so that won't help."

I glanced at the iron hammer at his side and spoke again.

"Usually kids who don't listen straighten up when you hit them. It's not like we have anything to lose, so let's try it?"

"Hmm, is that so? Then I'll hit him once more. Quack, when you wake up next time, please come to your senses."

Besides, Old Man Horn seemed to like my suggestion as he grinned and raised his hammer.

The funny thing is.

Even as we approached talking like this, Avery was unbelievably calm as he spoke.

"Wait, you both seem too excited, please put down that weapon..."

CLANG-

So we lightly knocked him out again.

"The kid's really broken. They say you fix broken things by hitting them, so let's keep hitting this bastard until he's fixed."

"Yes, that's the right answer."

Well.

There's one more thing I've learned.

You can sleep if you're knocked unconscious.

Avery's lucky.

He'll be able to sleep for at least 10 hours, so it wouldn't be a problem even if he stays one more day than us.

To put it simply.

Old Man Horn had a talent for knocking people out appropriately.

Every time Avery woke up, he would ask if he was okay, and if the kid still seemed out of his mind, he'd knock him out again with the hammer.

"Wow, he wakes up after 30 minutes again. Old Man, your anvil-hammering skills are still sharp."

"I've been hammering for hundreds of years—of course I can control this much. Leave it to me, I'll bring him back to his senses."

The unconscious Avery would open his eyes exactly 30 minutes later, speak coherently, then get hit with the hammer and fall asleep again.

And amazingly, despite being hit with a hammer, he didn't develop any wounds, bruises, or bumps—a strange skill indeed.

So I couldn't help but admire it, and as I applauded with each swing of the hammer, the old man seemed to get into it and hammered Avery with enthusiasm.

"Could they be demons, Tori?"

"Yaki, who cares? As long as they're nice to us."

"That's true. Let's just focus on our investigation."

The kids also spent quite some time watching Avery getting hammered.

And finally.

"P-please... s-stop... You'll k-kill someone at this r-rate... Ain, Old M-man... Aren't you g-going too far...?"

"Hey, this bastard finally came to his senses. Are you okay?"

"Hmm, I couldn't be prouder of my hammering."

Avery seemed to have returned to his senses as he stuttered earnestly and whimpered.

"Th-this is... too m-much, both of you..."

"Old Man, this bastard is cursing at us?"

"That's a problem. Let me hammer him again."

"Ah, p-please really s-stop..."

Only then did we untie the ropes that had bound Avery, and we could finally face the normal stuttering quack plague doctor.

According to Avery, with each round he played, he unconsciously became addicted and was filled with thoughts of gambling.

He said he could hear the old man speaking, but he couldn't remember whether he was responding or not.

"Are you okay now?"

"Y-yes, I'm f-fine... And I'm s-sorry, but even a w-wild animal would t-talk after such t-torture..."

No, Avery.

Torture? What are you saying?

"Old Man, this bastard is calling our concern and care torture?"

"Hmm, my hammer seems to be crying out quite often today."

"If you had j-just left me alone for a d-day or two, I would have c-come to my senses, but you k-kept hammering me... isn't that t-torture...?"

Of course.

"You're right, I didn't say you were wrong."

"That's right, quack. It was torture filled with concern and care."

"..."

There wasn't anything particularly wrong with what Avery said.

It was also mixed with revenge for his occasional strange behavior in the past.

Anyway.

We established one rule for our investigation.

Rule #1.

No matter how much we want to uncover the city's secrets, we don't take risks that endanger our lives.

Like the dangers of entertainment, there might be hidden dangers lurking beneath the surface of the city, so we prioritized our lives above all.

Perhaps things would have been different if we had at least one mage as a companion.

Right now, we only had a dwarf blacksmith, a quack doctor, a mid-level adventurer without mana, and cheerleader twins.

Originally, mages are quite precious beings, so they don't join just any party.

And so.

The third day, the fourth day, and even the fifth day passed without any significant findings.

To be honest, it was quite unreasonable for just two teams to search this vast city completely.

We couldn't split up and search individually due to potential dangers.
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The days in the Republic flow by.

Whenever I have time, I wander around looking for traces of Ain, and I use magic to scan through visions of the past.

I prefer to roam the city streets during the quiet hours of night or dawn rather than the busy morning and afternoon when many people are out and about.

Well, that's because.

I'm not an ordinary person who can freely wander around.

To avoid revealing my identity, I needed to move very cautiously.

So Eileen would always rush ahead first with her clumsy movements to check if there were any powerful individuals who might discover my identity.

And this strange scene—where she would peek around corners, then discreetly turn her hand behind her back and give a thumbs-up before I would step forward—has now become our daily routine.

Speaking of which, I was able to find traces of him in more places than I expected.

Naturally, most of them weren't scenes that would make one smile.

His footprints were etched everywhere, mostly showing the hardships he endured.

I see him looking inexperienced when he first accepted a request and formed a party with strangers.

There's Ain, with an uncharacteristically tense face, smiling awkwardly as he speaks to someone who appears to be the leader.

There's Ain, bowing his head and apologizing to a woman who seems to be scolding him for some mistake.

There's Ain, having a simple, cheap meal from a street vendor to save money as he walks along.

There was Ain being ridiculed by burly adventurers, and Ain being rejected from parties because he wasn't particularly helpful.

And yet.

There's Ain visiting a tavern, drinking a refreshing beer, shaking it off, and getting back up again.

There's Ain who, despite being rejected, bows his head and continues to complete requests with others.

At some point, the ridicule, teasing, and bullying gradually decreased, and there was Ain walking with the corners of his mouth turned upward.

It's the back view of him continuing to move forward with effort, as if not ashamed of the label "Incompetent Ain."

It's the heart that saves money on his own food but buys warm meals for abandoned children in the alleys.

He's clearly changing.

The visions I created were following the flow of time, gradually transforming his appearance and his surroundings into something better.

At some point, two children who looked like twins stood beside him, and at another point, a thin man in a white robe stood next to him.

I can see his smile.

The forced, uncomfortable, and awkward smile disappeared, and gradually, a natural smile began to ripple at the corners of his mouth.

And.

I stored each of these moments in my heart, determined never to forget them.

These glimpses of him that I didn't know were so precious, and if they faded away even more dimly than this, they would become scenes I could never see again.

I too was watching him with the corners of my mouth turned upward.

Of course.

"How romantic...! Is this... the green meadow and emerald seashore I've been dreaming of?"

"Shut up, Eileen."

"Yes, Romantic Mage Asha."

"..."

Since these were always things we saw together, there was Eileen staring at me with constantly sparkling eyes.

It was somewhat selfish of me.

I wanted to retrace and follow the path that Ain had walked.

I thought I might be allowed to enjoy some of the things he had accomplished, the things he had eaten and drunk.

In the visions of the past, Ain always accepted adventurer requests, joined parties, and worked hard. At the end of the day, he would order a beer at a tavern, drink it in one go, and then go to sleep in a shabby inn.

So.

Yes.

I wanted to experience those things at least once before leaving.

Just for one day, I wanted to solve an adventurer request like Ain, then visit a tavern late at night, sit in the same seat he always sat in, drink beer, and end my day.

"Would that be okay?"

"I don't think there would be any particular problem."

"Hmm, I don't think there would be any problems either... Oh, if there are any, it might be the flies attracted to Lady Asha's appearance..."

"That's not my concern, so it's fine."

"In that case! Actually, I've wanted to try the adventurer lifestyle too! Even though I'm not an adventurer myself...!"

Eileen nodded with a broad smile and bounced up and down excitedly.

So we decided to first visit the Adventurer's Guild to find a suitable low-level request.

As always, Eileen went ahead first, peeking around to scout, then giving me a thumbs-up, so I entered.

"Oh my, a pretty mage and a minor noble lady?"

"Hello. I'd like to try a simple request."

The receptionist who had handled my adventurer registration last time greeted us.

"Ah~ If that's the case, would you like to look at the bulletin board over there? Requests for novice adventurers and party recruitment happen over there."

"Thank you."

"Yes, mages are rare and popular, so you'll be able to choose a good request~"

She pointed to a wooden bulletin board in the corner, and I nodded before heading toward where the inexperienced adventurers were gathered.

Perhaps because it was still morning, there were quite a few people in the guild.

Many adventurers were in front of the bulletin board or scattered around, so I pulled the hem of my robe down more firmly and approached the board.

There were quite a lot of request types.

Although they were rather trivial tasks given to novice adventurers, there was a diverse range of requests posted closely together.

Cleaning the city sewers, searching for lost cats, hunting Imper and collecting blood, or dealing with wild animals ruining farms, or killing kobolds that were digging burrows and having babies near the city, and so on.

All sorts of miscellaneous requests were posted, and novice adventurers seemed to have chosen their requests, tearing off the request papers and holding them up while calling out.

"W-would anyone like to join me to hunt kobolds...!"

"Anyone who thinks combat is still scary!! Looking for people to clean sewers with me and then take a hot bath!!"

"W-would anyone like to help collect Imper blood...? Anyone...?"

To be honest, all of these requests were things I could do alone in a day, but the inexperienced novice adventurers were eagerly looking for daily companions.

And the one excited by this scene wasn't me but Eileen.

"Lady Asha, Lady Asha, which one would you like to try? I don't like Imper for one. And sewer cleaning would be troublesome if it gets on our clothes..."

"Then Imper it is."

"Aaaah...!"

She kept whispering her preferences to me while watching the adventurers waving their request papers.

"I'm joking. Among those, the kobold extermination seems the most decent."

"Phew... I've never seen a kobold before! Kobolds! Kobolds sound good!"

So, seeing her looking up at me with eager eyes full of expectation, I felt like teasing her.

"I suddenly don't like it anymore."

"...Should I keep my mouth shut?"

"Correct answer, Eileen. Just keep quiet and follow me."

After teasing her several times, I slightly raised the corners of my mouth and decided to choose the kobold extermination request that Eileen was looking forward to.

Though honestly, I don't really know what a kobold is since I've never seen one.

"I'd like to join the kobold extermination request."

"Oh, yes! Are there two of you? Then we just need one more person..."

"No, just me. This person isn't an adventurer yet."

Eileen, fixated on the word "kobold," tugged at my clothes expectantly.

"Ah... that's a shame. Then I'll quickly find two more people! By the way, what's your specialty...?"

"Magic."

"Wow, magic...! Then it'll be easy to find the remaining members! Two more people to hunt kobolds with us...! We, we have a mage in our party!"

The adventurer, wearing shabby leather armor with a wooden shield and a chipped sword, looked somewhat pitiful, so I just nodded.

And.

As she said, the other two temporary companions quickly gathered, and I left the Adventurer's Guild with Eileen and the other three adventurers.

The party leader was trying hard to negotiate the price for a carriage that could seat five people, which was rather pitiful to watch.

"Romance...! An adventurer's request! Romance!! Isn't it romantic, Lady Asha? Adventurer requests are romantic!"

"Ah, yes."

Seeing Eileen more excited than anyone else, waving her arms enthusiastically, I nodded.

Actually.

I don't understand why Eileen is so excited when she's not even an adventurer.

Since she couldn't know what I was thinking, she continued to beam brightly even as the party leader finally managed to negotiate the carriage fare down, and we all boarded and departed.

"Romance~ Adventurer~ Request~"

"Haha... your companion seems very energetic..."

"..."

This is embarrassing.

Being associated with her is becoming extremely embarrassing.

So.

Eileen.

Please don't try to do anything.

I just wish you would keep your mouth shut and stay quietly by my side.
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The absence of night.

From a distance, it may appear more brilliant and dazzling than anywhere else.

But up close, all you see are the gloomy, shadowed faces of residents rather than those bright lights.

The residents are constantly earning money from the bustling tourists in this perpetually bright city.

Yet there are hardly any smiles on their faces.

Though they wear quite luxurious clothes and are adorned with all sorts of precious metals, giving them an elegant appearance.

They don't look happy at all.

Although the day never ends because night never comes, time continues to flow without waiting for darkness.

As residents age and approach death, their expressions harden.

Only young children still smile and bounce around, but teenagers' smiles become somewhat awkward.

Mature adults in their twenties have already lost their smiles and greet us with somewhat sad expressions, while those approaching middle age carry the fear of not knowing when they might die in their eyes.

And there are no elderly residents.

Since no resident can survive to old age in this city, only those who have reached middle age feel fear, not knowing when they might suddenly drop dead.

In other words, there was hardly any hope left in the residents' hearts.

This scenery has continued for 100 years, so they've stopped hoping even while wanting to hope.

With night never coming and sleep impossible, they've become unable to dream.

Since they've never experienced sleep in the first place, they have nothing that could be called dreams.

The dreams of this city.

Have been postponed for 100 years now, unable to bloom for anyone.



Six days had passed.

In truth, I was counting the days somewhat out of obligation.

In this environment where it never gets dark and drowsiness never comes, I feared that if we accidentally skipped a day or two, we might also become ghosts of this city.

So far, we had explored gambling dens, entertainment districts including bars, and abandoned houses beyond shadowy alleys.

Moreover, this covered less than half the city, making it impossible to search the entire area within our remaining time.

So we needed to choose the most promising directions and push through.

"Today..."

Thus, before leaving our lodging together, I spoke to my companions.

"Hmm, today the twins will stay and rest at the lodging."

"Aww~"

First, the children would wait at the lodging.

"Eat some snacks and play board games. It's a bit gloomy where we're going, and we'll need to move quickly, so that's why."

"Then can we eat the things that big brother has been stingily saving?"

"Can we dip them in the sauce that big brother has been saving?"

The children grumbled with disappointment but soon asked with playful smiles.

"Sure. Rest and eat as much as you want, and we'll be back before it gets late."

"Yaaay~ Then I'll eat chocolate! What about you, Tori?"

"I'll eat cookies! Let's eat them all so big brother can't have any!"

I smiled slightly at the children as they dashed toward the snacks.

Then I turned my head and addressed the remaining two people.

"Today, the three of us will go together. Since it seems impossible to explore the entire city anyway, I've selected places that seem promising."

"Hmm, where are you thinking of going that made you leave the children behind?"

"We're going to the red-light district first."

Today I planned to visit the gloomy street of red lanterns that we had deliberately avoided until now.

"Oh, the r-red-light district is a bit s-scary..."

"I'm not going to make you offer up your virginity, so just bring any useful reagents. Old man, please bring both your axe and shield."

"Right. Let's get going. The later we start, the less time we'll have to search."

The old man nodded at my words and picked up his axe and shield, while Avery, acting uncharacteristically, grumbled as he gathered vials of reagents from the desk.



The red-light district in a city where night never comes.

Any question about how red lights could create such a gloomy atmosphere under a bright sky and pouring sunlight was unnecessary.

"Hmm, covering the sky with a dome to create darkness is impressive."

"Indeed."

Tevris's red-light district had created artificial darkness by covering the street with a large, round dome, beneath which hung red lanterns.

In fact, saying that night never comes doesn't mean light disappears from everywhere, so creating shade is possible by blocking everything like this.

Of course, even if it gets dark, fatigue and drowsiness don't come, so unless it's for this purpose, there's no particular need for it.

And we walked through it.

From the brothels lining both sides of the street came moans—perhaps deliberately not soundproofed—and women more scantily clad than those who seduced passersby on the bright streets beckoned to us.

Men wandering the streets grabbed the hands of women who approached them with lewd smiles while eyeing their groins, and went inside the establishments.

And after some time, they too became the sources of the gloomy moans filling the street.

So.

While walking through such a street, Horn glanced around lazily and asked me.

"Ain, are those women also residents of this city?"

"Uh, don't you know?"

"Why would I know about such things? I'm not particularly interested in human culture to begin with."

That's true, I suppose.

"Most are women who came from outside. Some might have come willingly, but usually they're women who were sold due to debt, or kidnapped by bandits or brigands and reduced to slavery."

In fact, slavery isn't entirely illegal in this world.

Of course, the process of creating slaves might be illegal, but if that process is well laundered, the higher-ups tend to turn a blind eye.

"Shouldn't such issues be resolved at the national level?"

"How much would those in high positions do for those beneath them?"

After all, they're just women with no value beyond spreading their legs for men.

At least, that's what those in high positions think.

"...That's true."

"Especially women who become full-fledged brothel prostitutes after just ten days and can't leave the city."

They're just a few pretty slaves, women of the red-light district.

Women who are brought to this city and give up on escape after ten days, forced to seduce men with expressions like they're high on drugs.

Even so, they don't dispatch busy and noble archmages to solve a single city's problems.

They're not the kind of people who would come to a place where it's not even certain if the problem can be solved.

The Hero and the Saint are also following the path that the story leads them on, so the city's problems, which are separate from that, are perhaps defined as quite trivial matters in terms of setting.

This scenery is ultimately a minor matter that falls into the murky shadows, obscured by the light of the greater cause.

Thinking this, I headed toward the nearby brothels.

"Why are you going that way?"

"We need to check inside the buildings. If we say we just want to look around, they probably won't refuse. And if they do refuse, we can use Avery's virginity as payment for the investigation."

"...Pardon?"

"I'm joking, you idiot."

So the old man and I dragged Avery, who was shaking his head in refusal, toward the brothel.

The scantily clad women who approached us quietly backed away when we slightly showed them our axe and sword.

After all, they too were living because they lacked the courage to die.



Time passed.

After staring at red lanterns for several hours, we felt a bit dizzy, but we diligently examined each brothel, entering and exiting to check for anything suspicious.

In other words, no establishment refused to let us look around inside.

The brothel owners were usually residents of this city, and the prostitutes were those who had been brought to the city and couldn't escape.

Even if they had abandoned hope.

Perhaps they were welcoming adventurers who came to solve the city's problems.

So, clearly, no establishment was blocking adventurers who came to investigate.

And.

After wandering around the red-light district for quite some time.

"If you're not here to use our services, it's not allowed. Please select a woman, pay the fee, and enter."

"But can't we just look around inside if we pay you extra?"

We were refused entry for the first time when we tried to enter a rather large brothel.

"It's only possible to select a woman and enter the designated room one by one. After several incidents caused by rude adventurers, this was decided for the safety of our staff."

"Well... I guess there's no choice then."

There was a guard who shook his head even when offered extra money just to look around, and there were scantily clad women who seemed somewhat afraid as they watched me talking with the guard.

So I nodded and backed away.

After giving a subtle signal to Horn and Avery who were standing behind me, I left the place without causing any trouble.

After moving out of the guard's sight and into a relatively quiet alley, I immediately turned to the two and spoke.

"Suspicious, isn't it?"

"It is suspicious."

"D-definitely s-suspicious..."

It was a brothel that made all three of us think the same thing—it felt quite suspicious.

"But if it's this suspicious, wouldn't other adventurers find it strange too?"

There might not be many people investigating all the brothels like us, but at least a few should have done so.

"Well, even if they find it strange, what can an ordinary adventurer do? What, cause business disruption, or just barge in?"

"F-for now, they have justification, and while it's s-suspicious, the problem isn't v-visible on the surface..."

"That's true."

However, as the two said, there wasn't much an ordinary adventurer who wasn't an official investigation team could do.

So.

After racking our brains for quite some time, we came to one conclusion.

"I guess we have no choice but to pay and go inside with a woman to check."

If we just barged in and it turned out not to be suspicious, we'd become criminals and might not be able to escape within the ten-day period.

Paying to go inside and checking seemed to be the only viable method.

"That's probably the only option. No matter how much I think about it, that's the only method we can try right now."

"But I... I don't have any c-combat ability... If it's really a s-suspicious place, I'll just die..."

Horn nodded at my words, while Avery stuttered and shook his head.

And I remembered our first principle from the previous night.

Don't take challenges that risk your life.

So is entering that place a life-threatening challenge or not?

"The guard didn't seem that high-level."

"If there are only guards of that level, we could break through and escape if problems arise. I've also brought three magic resistance cloaks just in case."

Is this a challenge worth taking for us or not?

Horn and I continued to deliberate, crossing back and forth over the line of that principle.



After a bit more time passed, our deliberation finally settled on one direction.

"Avery, you stay here and wait. Only the old man and I will enter. Avery, hand over all your useful reagents."

Avery, who lacks combat ability, won't come with us for now.

Only Horn and I, who can protect ourselves to some extent, will go inside.

The two of us will go in to look around, and if we find suspicious circumstances, we'll either investigate or quickly escape.

"It's now 1:30 PM, so we'll come back out by 3:30 PM. The two-hour limit for being with a prostitute is our deadline."

"Alright."

"Y-yes."

Horn and Avery nodded.

"Avery, it'll be uncomfortable, but please check the time at the square clock tower. The old man and I will take personal watches inside and keep checking."

Horn and I judged that this much wasn't life-threatening.

The level of the guard blocking the entrance wasn't that high, so even if we go inside, the internal guards shouldn't be drastically stronger.

And just in case.

"If by chance we don't return after two hours, Avery, you should inform the city mayor of this fact and leave the city first with the children."

In the unlikely event that something goes wrong, Avery's role is to alert others that this place is suspicious.

If that leads to the formation of a subjugation team, that would be good, and if even that doesn't work, well, it'll be a mess.

"Let's go, Horn."

"Right. You, quack, hide well."

"G-good luck...!"

At least this much should be attempted to say we've made efforts to find traces of Nasatya from the prophecy.

To say we're continuing the journey for the Ashen one.

Thinking this, I once again stepped toward the large brothel.

"Hmm, you've returned?"

"Yes, I'd like that woman over there."

"That woman costs 3000 dera."

"..."

Ah.

"Don't tell me you don't even have that much money?"

"...Here you go."

"Yes, I'll guide you. Please follow me."

Damn.

That's ridiculously expensive.
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Kobold.

"So what is a kobold?"

"Huh...? You don't know what a kobold is, Miss Mage?"

To be honest, I had no idea what they were since I'd never seen anything like that before, except for wild beasts and Imper.

"No."

"But why did you accept a kobold request then...?"

"...My companion wanted to take on a kobold request."

It was simply because Eileen had become fixated on kobolds and kept singing "Kobold~ Kobold~" in my ear that I chose this request.

"Ah, um... I see. Well, kobolds are... think of them as wolves that stand on two legs! They're quite intelligent wolf monsters that can even use armor and weapons like humans!"

"Are they dangerous then?"

Just from the description, I wondered if wolf monsters capable of using armor and weapons should really be requests for novice adventurers.

"Well, yes, they are dangerous...? They're dangerous monsters for beginner adventurers, so kobold extermination requests require parties of at least four people. And honestly, I only know about them from studying—this is my first time actually hunting them!"

"...Hmm."

I nodded appropriately at the party leader's words, then quietly looked around at the others filling the carriage.

According to her, kobolds were quite dangerous for novice adventurers, but if I were to ask whether the companions gathered to hunt kobolds were in good shape...

Well, that's...

Yes.

The party leader wearing shabby equipment with an inexperienced look.

The adventurer with a crazed appearance who kept blushing and trying to talk to Eileen and the party leader.

And the terminal paranoia patient hiding under a robe who had been suspicious of me.

Plus the beaming Eileen and me, a mage harboring ash-gray magic.

It was such a ragtag, shoddy gathering that I thought today might be their last day if I weren't here.

So.

As I was tilting my head thinking about this, the party leader's voice reached me.

"Sh-shall we introduce ourselves? I'm Camilla, the party leader!"

"Wow~ Introductions! I'm Eileen!"

The first to respond was Eileen, who was smiling broadly and waving her arms.

"Indeed, both ladies have names as beautiful as their appearances. Ahem, I am Hutson. Though I recently registered as an adventurer and my rank is low, my swordsmanship has already surpassed that of mid-rank adventurers, so don't worry."

Next was the strange male adventurer who was looking at Eileen and Camilla with sticky eyes and showing off.

"...I'm Carter. Next is the adventurer who won't even take off their robe."

And then the small-framed man who was busy being suspicious of me revealed his name and looked at me.

I found it quite absurd and kept my mouth shut, but...

"Um... you know, it would be better for your well-being if you stopped being so suspicious..."

"Eileen, shut up."

"Yes, ma'am."

With Eileen clinging to me while muttering such things, I sighed deeply and spoke.

"Asha."

"Wow~ What a pretty name!"

"Yes."

The party leader made a fuss saying that, probably wanting to break the awkward atmosphere, and I just nodded slightly and looked out the window.

It's my precious name.

I hadn't wanted to reveal it to others before, but after telling Eileen, I thought it would be fine to share if asked.

After all, it was now the name written on my adventurer registration card.

The carriage continued on its way and eventually arrived near a farming village.

As soon as we got out of the carriage, an older man with dirt all over his clothes came running from the small farming village.

"Oh my, adventurers. Thank you so much for coming!"

He expressed his grievances about kobolds setting up near the farm and repeatedly stealing crops and farming tools.

"D-don't worry! We'll eliminate all the kobolds for you...!"

The party leader was making promises to the villager in what sounded quite uncertain to me.

"Please help us! We'll reward you generously!"

"Yes, l-leave it to us! Let's head out right away!"

Still uncertain.

I'm not sure if this haphazard party can properly complete the request.

"Yay~ We're going to see kobolds~"

"..."

Not to mention Eileen humming happily beside me.

And so.

While walking toward the hill next to the village where the kobolds were supposed to be, I thought.

Novice adventurer.

What level of magic would a person who is a novice mage have?

"Eileen."

"Yes, Asha?"

"Is the magic I used before within the range of a novice mage?"

"Um... if you're hoping for an answer like 'these days, all mages are worse than novices'..."

"..."

At least now I'm certain that it's not within the novice range.

In other words, if I were to sweep through them alone, it wouldn't be good in many ways, so I planned to adjust my power appropriately.

And.

We soon reached what appeared to be the kobold den.

The party leader tried to explain her strategy to us, but...

"Um... that looks like the kobold den. So we should carefully approach..."

"Beautiful ladies, leave this to me! Damn kobolds! Taste the blade of Hutson!!"

"N-no...! What are you doing?!"

Yes.

It was a disaster from the start.

The adventurer named Hutson immediately charged toward the den shouting as soon as he spotted it, abandoning any element of surprise, and Camilla, startled by his actions, screamed and charged along with him.

"...Aren't you going to do anything, Miss Mage?"

And the remaining adventurer, despite this mess, was still busy glancing at me suspiciously.

"Kyaaaah!! Kobolds, kobolds!! It hurts, it hurts...! Stop hitting me...!"

"Ugh, these cowardly bastards...! If we had fought one-on-one fairly, you would all have died by my sword! This is cheating! Argh!"

The two who had rushed toward the den were now being beaten by a group of kobolds that had emerged from the cave.

If there was any consolation, it was that while the kobolds were wearing armor, they weren't carrying weapons, so it wasn't life-threatening.

They were just getting beaten enough to bruise while screaming.

And then.

"Even in this situation, you're not using magic, which proves... Aaack!"

I had no idea why this person kept bothering me instead of helping the others, so...

"Stop talking nonsense and go help them."

I kicked the adventurer who kept getting on my nerves as hard as I could, sending him flying forward.

"Aaah! It hurts...! I knew you were suspicious... Ack! Aaah! Stop, ugh!"

Amusingly, this adventurer also started getting beaten up among the kobold group without even properly swinging his sword.

Hmm.

Idiot.

That bad word "idiot" that people often say must be meant for people like them.

Ah, of course, saying it out loud would be unkind behavior, so I only thought it to myself.

Anyway.

"Um... is this how adventurers fight?"

"Do you think so? They're probably just a gathering of useless people."

Meanwhile, the kobolds were smarter than I expected.

Though they looked like wolves and didn't show much facial expression, they were creatures who knew how to mock with their distinctive howls.

Keruk- Keruk-

Such sounds could be heard between the adventurers' screams, and unlike at first, they were now stomping on the three people with somewhat rhythmic kicks, which was quite telling.

"Kyaaaah! My precious shield...! M-mage! Help us...!"

"Ugh...! Don't worry, ladies! Once I get up, these kobolds will all be finished with one swing of my sword! Argh!"

"Aaah! I knew you were in league with the kobolds... Gaaah!"

After thoroughly tormenting the three people, the kobolds turned their attention to me, and several of them came running toward me making Keruk- Keruk- sounds.

They were charging at me as if they had found a new toy, and even though the situation had become quite relaxed for the three people with several kobolds leaving them, they were still just getting beaten up.

Just.

"...Sigh."

It's literally a disaster dance.

I wonder if Ain was like this during his novice adventurer days.

I started to get a bit curious about that, but I couldn't bring myself to look through those traces.

Believing that Ain couldn't have been as useless as these people, I just sighed deeply and extended my hand forward.

"Eileen, please step back."

"Ah, yes...!"

I'm not sure what the level of a novice mage should be, but surely they can at least deal with monsters like these, right?

With that thought, I quietly chanted.

"Freeze."

As mana surged, the hood of my robe came off, revealing my face.

The pure white frost that started freezing everything around me flew toward the enemies.

The ice crystals landed on the kobolds' snouts or on their armor with a soft srrr- sound and stuck to them.

"Ke, ruk...?"

By the time their howls changed from mockery to confusion, it was already too late.

Crack-

That sound could be heard.

Starting from where the frost touched, with a crackling sound, the kobolds approaching me turned into ice statues.

Kiruk- Kiruk-

Only then did the kobolds seem to realize the situation and started fleeing from the encroaching cold.

But the frost riding on the artificial wind was certainly faster than the creatures' leaps.

The gently settling frost once again made crack- crackling- sounds, freezing everything it touched.

"Hmm, Eileen. Was this appropriate for a novice mage?"

"What? Are you asking if my ears are working properly? Could you please repeat that?"

"...Wouldn't this level just devour intermediate mages?"

"Ah, yes! I can hear you well now! This would make passing intermediate mages get slapped three times each without being able to say anything!"

"..."

Eileen smiled brightly at me.

It seems even this level was quite excessive in her view.

After some time passed.

After freezing all the kobolds like that, I approached the three people who had been getting beaten for quite a while.

"..."

"..."

"..."

They just stared at me blankly, so I looked down at them and spoke.

"You should all just quit being adventurers."

I don't know what kind of cursed adventurers they are, but they'll probably be found as corpses within a week at this rate.

So the three people lay sprawled for a long time, staring up at me, and I also looked down at them for a long time.

Yes.

This is the eye level between them and me.

And so the day came to an end.

How should I describe my first experience with an adventurer request?

It felt like watching a circus of people who somehow wanted to die.

Although I said it jokingly, if I hadn't been there, the three would surely have died.

The precious lives of those three people would have returned to the earth just from a kobold request meant for novice adventurers.

"I couldn't say it earlier, but I think... I probably shouldn't be an adventurer."

"Good that you know."

Eileen seemed to have realized something from watching that scene too, as she said this while we walked through the streets after leaving the adventurer's guild.

"Hehe... When I first left the kingdom, I thought the world would be full of romance, but there's less romance than I expected."

"..."

Romance.

She always talked about pursuing romance, but honestly, I don't really understand what that is.

Even thinking about it after hearing her words, there was never anything like that in my life.

If I tried to insert such a word into memories of shivering from cold and heat, snow and rain when I was young, it would just be spat back out.

Staring blankly at the darkening night sky, I thought.

If there was any romance for me, it would surely be something that would only begin to sprout and grow large when I meet Ain again.

Continuing this journey together, finally returning to the Empire filled with happiness and spending the rest of my life with him—that would be romance for me.

And.

Eileen glanced at me as I walked along absentmindedly, then carefully spoke.

"Where are you going now, Asha? Straight to the inn?"

"No."

Completing one request doesn't end what I wanted to experience.

"Ah."

"I'm going to the tavern."

After completing a request, the image of him always emptying a mug of beer in one go came to mind, so my footsteps also headed toward that tavern I had become familiar with through visions.

Actually.

I've never had alcohol before, so I'm a bit worried.

Creeak-

"Barkeeper, one beer please."

"Coming right up! One beer and some basic snacks!"

After opening the door and entering, I plopped down at the window seat where he always sat.

Then I picked up the large beer mug the barkeeper brought and drank it in one go.

Quite bitter and somewhat nutty.

With a burning throat and strange mixed flavors.

I frowned intensely but, just like Ain used to do, I gulped down the beer without stopping.

"Phew..."

Just like Ain, that sound naturally escaped from my mouth.

I thought it was a somewhat funny sound, but it came out automatically even when I tried not to make it.

And then.

Thud-

I lost consciousness right there.

"Asha...? Asha..., wake..., Asha...!"

********

What?

"Asha...? Asha! Wake up, Asha...!"

Wait, Asha?

How could you just pass out and leave me alone in this noisy tavern?

I thought this as I shook Asha vigorously, but she just made sounds like "hmmnya~" with her face planted on the table.

"Huh, passed out after one beer? Looks like your companion can't handle alcohol."

The tavern owner scratched his head looking at Asha who had lost consciousness with a thud.

"Asha, Asha! The inn is far from here...!"

"Ain.... mmm..., Ain...."

"Forget about Ain or whatever! Asha!!"

I screamed at the sight of Asha just mumbling that man's name as if sleep-talking.

And that night.

After paying for the drinks, I got muscle aches all over my body from struggling alone to carry Asha, who was larger than me, back to the inn.

When I whined in pain and asked her to heal me with magic...

"Treating muscle pain with magic prevents muscles from developing."

"..."

Asha just scratched her head while saying such strange things.

No, Asha.

What are you even saying?

My whole body hurts because of you!
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To be honest, I've always been a pretty upstanding young man, so I'd never set foot in a brothel before.

Not in my past life, nor in my current one.

I just wanted to break free from the ordinary, to see my small yet grand wishes come true.

That's why I was always busy chasing after those with overflowing talent, trying to at least grab onto their coattails.

I feared that if I got distracted by male sexual desires, those who were moving forward would ignore and reject me.

Those who could afford to indulge in such desires were already far ahead of me anyway.

No matter how leisurely and messily I might pursue those desires, I couldn't catch up to them.

Like a tortoise chasing a lazy rabbit, I had to keep my eyes fixed on that white tail and run forward.

So honestly, I was just as scared of this place as Avery was.

The street lined with red lanterns, the dark and gloomy building interiors, the vulgar moans and all sorts of sounds.

Such things were unknown and frightening to me too, and if it weren't necessary, I would never have come here.

And that remained true in the current situation.

"You must leave your weapons here before entering. May I search you?"

"...Well, I only have the sword at my waist and a dagger in my chest pocket, but go ahead and search me."

The interior of the brothel flickered with iridescent purple lights.

I got separated from old man Horn right after entering, and now beside me were only a man who looked like a security guard and the woman I had selected.

"Hmm, yes, you only have what you mentioned. Please leave your weapons here, and I'll guide you to your designated room."

"Yes, thank you."

From the rooms on both sides of the long corridor came vulgar and crude sounds of men and women pressing their flesh together.

As we passed by, doors would open one by one, revealing men catching their breath and women staggering out with disheveled clothes that barely covered their breasts.

Was this really just an ordinary brothel?

Had the intuition of the three of us who suspected something was wrong been completely off?

"This is it. Please use Room 1103, and as I mentioned before, you have 2 hours, sir."

"...Yes."

Such thoughts briefly crossed my mind but disappeared with the thud of the closing door.

In truth, being scared was a luxury I couldn't afford, so I immediately checked the time limit that had already started ticking.

"..."

"Sir, would you prefer to undress completely, or shall we proceed as we are?"

It was a small room.

A small room with a bed, a mirror, and a bathroom, illuminated by suggestive lighting that created a seedy atmosphere.

Before answering the woman, I entered the room and examined every corner.

Under the bed, behind the mirror, under the floor covering, or behind the wallpaper.

"Sir...?"

"..."

I hadn't examined everything yet, but nothing immediately suspicious caught my eye.

Perhaps there were secret traces I couldn't recognize due to my ignorance, but at least to my eyes, everything looked clean.

So I needed to leave the room before the two hours were up to check other places as well.

And.

The prostitute who had entered the room with me spoke with apparent discomfort at my actions.

"Sir... such behavior is problematic. This is a brothel for releasing desires, not a place for investigation."

"..."

I turned to look at the woman who was nervously biting her lip.

Actually, before entering the brothel.

Though it might have seemed like I randomly chose any woman, I selected her because her eyes looked the clearest among all the prostitutes.

"If you continue like this, I'll have no choice but to report to the manager. Otherwise, I'll... be punished."

"What's your dream?"

Her eyes weren't dull and cloudy like someone under the influence of drugs.

They were eyes with a small flickering flame, as if she hadn't yet given up on life or dreams.

"...If you're not going to do anything, please leave."

"I have a dream. I think every day about wanting to change the world."

"If you keep this up, I'll call the security guard!"

So I thought that if this place was truly suspicious, a woman like her might offer some small piece of advice.

So as I lifted the bed sheets to look underneath, I continued speaking.

"I started this adventure determined to make a world where everyone can live ordinary lives. Because for some people, living an ordinary life is their greatest dream."

"...Hey."

"It sounds ridiculous, doesn't it? Some unremarkable adventurer suddenly talking about traveling to change the world."

"..."

Her drowsy eyes were filled with suspicion and unease.

She covered her body, which her thin, small clothes couldn't fully conceal, and stood by the door looking at me as if I were some strange person.

"But what can I do? Both the prophecy in the letter and my intuition whisper that I must do this. And for me, breaking this city's curse must be the starting point."

"The prophecy in a letter... That's an enviable story."

By the time we finished this conversation, I had completed my search of the room.

I straightened up and turned toward the woman, who was standing by the door looking at me with slightly surprised eyes.

"Perhaps because I dream such a grand dream, I did receive a letter. So let me ask again."

"..."

So I ask once more.

"Do you want to dream again?"

"..."

Dreams.

They were quite important to humans.

They were a blessing for those who could sleep, wake up, go through their day, and close their eyes again under the darkening sky.

Even if they were just vain expectations and thoughts with little chance of realization, they were goals that made people move forward.

Although the people living in Tevris had lost both.

At least the dream I sought was hidden here.

"As a human being, don't you also wish to dream again?"

"...I do. Of course I want to, but this is... Tevris. And... I'm just a sold prostitute."

So as I stretched to loosen my body, I spoke.

"Night will return here too. I intend to roll a small snowball to make that happen."

"..."

"Aren't you curious to see how much a snowball rolled by an unremarkable adventurer will grow as it tumbles down the slope, gathering more snow around it?"

It's about time to leave the room.

The woman lowered her head with a contemplative expression, and I quietly opened the door to pass by her.

Even without any advice, just her staying quiet was a great help to me.

"There's still 1 hour and 50 minutes left, so rest comfortably in the room before leaving. Now I'll..."

And.

"...The basement."

"..."

"I've never been there, but... sometimes people get dragged down there. If there's anything suspicious here, it can only be that place."

"Thank you."

As I stepped outside, I received quite a useful piece of advice.

I grinned and left the room, turning toward the basement.






Actually, I wanted to retrieve my weapons first, but there was a security guard in front of the weapons storage.

So I ventured down the corridor filled with echoing moans without any weapons, and when I found stairs leading downward, I carefully made my way down.

It's eerie.

The purple, gloomy yet iridescent lights had completely disappeared, and only small, pale lamps connected the path in the pitch-black darkness.

Even the moans couldn't be heard anymore, making my footsteps seem to echo even louder.

Moreover, the stairs leading to the basement were quite long and deep, so I had to swallow hard and descend for quite some time.



And then.

After descending for a long while, I hid behind a wall and quietly muttered.

"Ah... really."

Shit.

I was wondering why other adventurers didn't investigate this brothel like we did.

Well, as old man Horn and Avery said, it wasn't really a matter of justification.

It was probably because adventurers who came here to investigate like us never made it back out and died without a trace.

Unlike the clean walls of the brothel, there was a space made of rough and crude bricks.

A raw landscape that gave the impression of something beyond mere antiquity.

It was probably ancient.

The ruins of the earliest civilization of the stabilized world.

The ruins of the magical civilization at its most brilliant before its regression were right before my eyes.

And in that landscape, there were people in black robes with strange patterns chanting spells.

"...Black mages."

Those dressed in such attire, ominously chanting spells and extracting something, could only be black mages in this world.

And.

"What, are there black mages here?"

"Probably black mages...?"

A voice came from behind me.

I hadn't heard footsteps coming down the stairs, yet someone had approached me from behind.

So I immediately turned around and swung my leg with all my might.


No questions asked.

Boxing technique #1, rib-breaking kick.


However, my full-force kick had to miss.

"...What a rude bastard."

"Oh shit... old man, I almost died of shock."

The one who had approached from behind was old man Horn, and fortunately, the dwarf's body was so small that not even a hair fluttered at the height where I would have crushed his ribs.

"I was the one who almost died for real, you rotten punk."

"Anyway, how did you get here so well? You didn't have any information."

It hadn't even been an hour since we separated, so I was quite glad to see him again.

"What do you mean no information? Everything comes out when you pound it."

Old man Horn grinned as he took out his hammer, tapping it in his hand as if to show it off.

"The women...?"

"Dwarves don't discriminate."

"..."

Hmm.

Indeed, the best search engine in this world is pounding.

If you pound the head hard enough, the information you want comes out in an instant.


But wait.

"...By the way, how do you still have your hammer?"

"When I shouted at the top of my lungs that a hammer is like a body part to a dwarf, they only took my axe and shield."

"Wow, they didn't take it just because of that excuse?"

They took all my weapons, but they left this heavy hammer of yours? Does that make any sense?

"It worked. I can't believe those idiots actually believed that a hammer is a body part. I was planning to throw this old one away and use a new hammer anyway."

"They must have never seen a dwarf before. Honestly, if you had told me that bullshit, I might have believed it too."

I probably would have believed it too if the old man had said something like that when I first met him.

"Have you ever seen such a dwarf racist bastard?"

"I think being a dwarf-specific racist is probably better than being a racist against all races, don't you think?"

"Unlike you, I don't discriminate based on gender, you young punk."

"No one says that beating up men and women equally counts as equality, old man..."

Of course, from the moment I realized he was a fucking racist dwarf, I no longer had such beliefs.
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I've always tried to live as a good person.

From when I first met Ain until now as I chase after him.

I wanted to maintain the appearance of an ordinary, good person despite being rotten at my core, hoping my small and large wishes would come true.

I tried desperately to hide my rotten inner self and live as a good child.

I feared Ain would abandon me if I stopped trying to be good and let my true nature show.

When we were young, Ain would occasionally give me looks as if he feared I might cause trouble.

Even when he held my trembling hand among people, he would look at me with eyes full of worry.

I always had to wear a thick mask and use formal speech as a shield when dealing with people.

Honestly, I know many bad words.

From a very young age, most of what I heard in the alleys were curses, and as I grew older and wandered through market streets, I heard rough expressions from the elders.

Perhaps I have quite a good memory.

Those harsh expressions that pierced my heart like daggers when I was young still remain embedded, and after Ain disappeared, I would occasionally pull them out and spit them.

Words like "shut up."

Or terms like "idiot."

Well, various other things remain too.

Since there's a strange satisfaction in spitting them out, I'm always careful not to let such words stick to my tongue.

After all.

I only wanted to show a kind and beautiful side of myself when I met Ain.



But.

Today my head hurts.

"...damn it."

My head is throbbing and dizzy enough to make me curse.

My vision spins and I feel nauseous, so I collapsed onto the bed like Eileen, who was grimacing from muscle pain.

"Miss Asha, that's a bad word..."

"Sigh, I don't have a mother, so it's fine for me to say it."

It's just speaking ill of the mother who abandoned me.

"Ah... that... even so, maybe use a milder... oh, um... I guess that's okay then..."

Hearing my words, Eileen tilted her head as if contemplating for a while, then frowned intensely as if her whole body ached and groaned.

"More importantly, my whole body hurts so much... I don't need muscles, so please heal me just once..."

"No. And I think it's right that I shouldn't drink alcohol. I thought I was going to die without even meeting Ain."

Though it wasn't wrong to drink as an adult, my impression of drinking for the first time was that the next morning was hellish.

It was ridiculous that I lost consciousness after just one glass and couldn't move my body the next day due to a hangover.

And Eileen grumbles.

"Yes, I almost died too. I nearly suffocated under Miss Asha's weight..."

"...I apologize."

"Today, Miss Asha is the one being more rude."

"..."

However.

Despite Eileen's continued impertinent remarks, today I had nothing to say back.

"...urp."

"Ah, Miss Asha?! There's an extra charge if you vomit on the bed! No! Quickly, to the bathroom...!"

I need to empty my stomach first.





It was some time later when both of us properly got up.

I walked unsteadily like a dying old person, and Eileen trembled like a fawn as we somehow made our way outside.

"There's no trace of him here either."

"Then let's go to the next place, Miss Asha."

"Yes."

As always, we went around checking if there were any traces of Ain left.

Strictly speaking, while finding out where he went was important, I also had an inner desire to indulge in the various things he left behind.

After all.

Once he left, there was a possibility he might never return.

If I left without seeing these traces now, it would mean letting go of his footprints forever.

I had endured for three years, so waiting another week or so was fine.

I just hoped there would be plenty to gain from that time.



So.

As we looked around here and there wondering where else Ain's traces might remain, we entered an alley as a shortcut.

"..."

"Oh, children..."

There were several abandoned children huddled together.

Just like I was in my childhood, they covered themselves with tattered straw mats and crouched on moldy planks.

A rumbling sound echoed through the alley, perhaps from hunger, and I saw them scratching their arms vigorously, perhaps itchy from not being able to wash.

"Is there anything to... ah, found it!"

"..."

Eileen approached the children, rummaging through her pockets as if feeling sorry for them.

I just stood watching the alley scene for a moment.



To put it simply.

The scene was quite bitter, but very familiar to me.

Memories of hiding between buildings in the imperial capital throughout winter resurface.

And my thoughts continue.

Somehow, I'm certain.

I vaguely recall that the man who saved and took care of me wouldn't have passed by such a scene, and I nod.

Surely Ain wouldn't have ignored these bitter sights.

Because he is such a kind person.

Unlike me who only pretends to be kind, he is truly kind and wonderful.

So I felt I had come to the right place by chance.



So, I was about to raise my hand and use magic.

"Hohoho! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, run around for the poor commoners! What splendid noblesse oblige...!"

"...?"

If not for the chirping voice coming from behind, I would have done so.

"Ah, who are you! Are you commoners! Those shabby clothes! That wretched appearance! I see, you are ignorant commoners!"

"..."

A blonde girl with rolled hair in an elegant dress approached and pointed at me with her fan with a slapping sound.

"Then leave the noble task of helping these fallen orphans to me and be on your way! Commoners helping commoners... what a ridiculous notion!"

The way she clutched her chest and cried out as if performing in a play was truly strange.

"..."

"Ah, Miss Asha. What kind of person is she...?"

Eileen, who had somehow returned to my side and was hiding behind me, asked.

"Hmm, but! Since I am a superior noble chosen by fate, I can spare a meal for commoners! Commoners! If you're hungry, come to the Seymour mansion, hohoho!"

"..."

"..."

She opened her fan with a snap and laughed, then awkwardly put it away when we didn't respond, took the children's hands, and left.

Click-clack-

Between the sound of her footsteps, voices like "hohoho!" or "commoners!" could be heard.

Precisely, without a single error, she was a perfectly strange person.

"...Nobles are all strange people, it seems."

So.

Since both Eileen and that noble lady in the dress were quite strange, nobles were becoming a group of strange people in my mind.

"No, that's not... well, never mind."

Even Eileen couldn't deny it, hanging her head with reddened ears.



Anyway.

Putting aside the strange person who had passed by like a storm, I cast magic in the alley.

The fluffy fantasy space that formed soon became a scene surrounding us.


- Tuck two under my sides, and you two support the remaining one.

- Yes~


As I expected, I saw Ain.

He was leaving the alley with the twin children who accompanied him and the sprawled children.

And.


- Ah, no... wait a moment. Commoner, there's no more room at the orphanage!

- Then build a new one.


There was one more character.

"...?"

"Oh, that strange person from earlier...?"

The bizarre woman who had left with strange laughter and chirping voice was in the scene.


- No, you told me to save money, but if I keep spending like this...

- So you're saying we should abandon them?

- Ugh, of course not! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, do not abandon commoners! Give me one child! Taking in children is a noble's duty!


The two seemed quite close.

She approached Ain, pouting her lips, kicking his shin lightly, and taking one of the children.

"How dare she..."

That cunning woman using children as an excuse to get close to Ain is...

"Wait, Miss Asha. This is clearly just a comradely moment! There wasn't any romantic atmosphere at all! She just kicked him!"

Ah.

Hmm.

"I see."

"Yes, that's all it was..."

That must be it.

Ain wouldn't have turned his eyes to another woman while leaving me behind.

Ain, who knows me well, wouldn't be unaware of what would happen if he did.



Like that.

The fantasy ended, and the fluffy remnants of mana that had been scattered faded away.

Yes, those were quite important and good scenes.

"Eileen."

"Y-yes...?"

"We're going to the orphanage."

"Miss Asha, just in case, you know you absolutely can't kill her, right? She's Ain's comrade..."

Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour.

First, I should go find her.

I thought this while recalling her "hohoho!" laughter.

"Miss Asha, Miss Asha? No, please slow down a bit...! You're walking too fast... wait, why are you running!"

I headed toward the orphanage at a trot.



A romantic atmosphere.

"..."

Crunch-

Whether there was such a thing or not, I'll find out when I meet her face to face.
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Originally.

The weaker you are, rather than being deceptively strong, the better you tend to survive in a crisis.

For those who have lived their entire lives as the weak, that sense of crisis rings loudly—DENG!

The weak develop habits of constantly reading the room and looking for escape routes in dangerous situations.

At least in that one aspect, they can outperform the strong.

Because they're well aware of their own insignificant abilities, they don't ignore the warning bells ringing inside them.

"Horn."

"What."

And until now, hiding in this silence, no warning bells had been ringing.

"What should we do? Should we carefully go a bit further in, or should we just run away now that we know something suspicious is going on?"

"Hmm, it would be best if we could look around a bit more and grab some evidence before leaving. But I doubt that's possible for people like us."

We still had plenty of time left, and the black mages hadn't noticed our presence.

They were still busy muttering some unknown spell and extracting something fluffy.

As Horn said, if we could just grab some evidence of this process and escape, we might be able to convince the city mayor to form a subjugation team.

Whether that team could break through these black mages' territory and uncover their secrets would be another matter.

But if word of the severity of the problem spread, it might attract stronger individuals who wouldn't normally come here.

"Trying to solve this by ourselves..."

"That's idealistic thinking only an idiot would attempt. Those mediocre magic-resistant cloaks will burn away after blocking just one spell."

It was blatantly sinister and openly vicious.

Even with our limited knowledge of magic, we could tell that anyone with mediocre skills would die the moment they set foot in there.

Then what was the prophet thinking when he guided us here?

This was clearly a problem we couldn't solve on our own, yet somehow did he foresee a future where we could resolve it?

"...Then just one piece of evidence. Let's grab just one and go back."

"Is that even possible?"

I still wasn't sure.

I couldn't tell if we could solve a massive spell that had persisted for 100 years.

But I thought we might at least be able to grab one piece of evidence.

After all, the warning bell hadn't rung yet.







Horn and I entered cautiously.

Since the dark space was only dimly lit by small flickering lights, we could avoid being seen if we didn't make any footsteps.

When the figures in black robes passed by, we moved forward one block at a time.

We would peek our heads out slightly, and if we didn't sense anyone, we'd advance bit by bit to survey the interior.

The interior was vast.

Even though I thought we had come quite far in, the corridors stretched endlessly, and black mages continued to appear from distant corridors only to disappear elsewhere.

If I had to guess, it probably covered the entire area beneath the city.

It made sense that a spell enveloping the entire city would be cast from an underground area matching the city's size.

So, magical residue.

All we needed to do was collect some residue left from the black magic and then head back.

With that in mind, we nodded to each other and moved a bit further inside.

The one fortunate thing was that despite the vastness of the space, there weren't many black mages, so we could enter without encountering them.

"...There's nothing to collect, damn it."

"We probably need to enter something like a research room, but I'm not sure if there will be any empty ones even for a moment."

As Horn said, they weren't stupid enough to leave such things lying around in the corridors.

It seemed we needed to enter what looked like a research room, but one small mistake could immediately trigger an emergency martial law, which was terrifying.

It was as terrifying as the nonsense of martial law being declared in 21st century South Korea.



Time passed.

The remaining time, which had been an hour and a half, was now less than 30 minutes, and I was starting to feel we should head back.

"Kid, kid."

"Yes, what is it? We should start heading back soon..."

"There's an open door over there. I just peeked in, and it looks like there's no one inside."

I, who was about to suggest we head back, perked up at Horn's words and looked at the room he was pointing to.

It was actually quite far, so I couldn't see that much with my eyes.

"...Really?"

"Yes. Dwarves have better eyesight than humans, you know. There's no one inside, and I can see books and scrolls too."

"..."

Horn tapped my shoulder reassuringly.

The clock showed we had about 25 minutes left.

It would be quite tight to quickly grab evidence and then head back, so I was a bit hesitant.


However.

"Sigh... Let's go. Let's go in right now."

"Let's go, kid."

Having come this far and with our goal right in front of us, it wouldn't make sense not to grab it.

Horn and I approached the room with somewhat urgent steps.

Fortunately, there were no black mages passing by, and as Horn had said, there seemed to be no presence inside the room.

We grinned at each other and entered the room.

And.

The moment we entered the room, there was a strange crackling sound.

I hadn't stepped on anything, but that sound clearly brushed past my ears, making my heart sink.

"...Horn."

"Yes, it seems like a magical reaction."

Horn had heard it too, and with a half-pale face, he quickly grabbed a scroll that could serve as evidence and tucked it away.

"Run. We're screwed."

"I'll curse you for the rest of my life if we die like this, you damn kid."

"What curse? We'd be dead, damn it."

I also grabbed something suspicious-looking and turned around, pushing off with my feet.

As we crossed the threshold, there was another crackling sound, and from far down the corridor, we could hear the patter of footsteps and murmuring voices.

Finally, the warning bell of the weak began to ring—DENG!


DENG—


And what had been a small bell sound.


DENG— DENG—

DEENG—


Gradually grew louder.


DEEENG—


After ringing long and anxiously from within, it finally burst with a KWAAANG sound.

The warning bell had broken.

Black mages were coming from the far end of the corridor.

"Th-these bastards, living underground by themselves, why is the alarm ringing...!"

"Because idiots like you break in...! I think you'd be perfect as a sacrifice!"

I hurriedly took out several of Avery's potion vials from my chest and threw them toward the corridor where the black mages were rushing.

Failed experiments from repeated trials and research often become successes in situations like this.

The explosive potion and another failed potion that acted as a detonator, both developed while trying to create a cure, made a PUEONG sound as they hit the floor, creating a large flame in the corridor.

Screams could be heard from the spreading flames.

Although the flames would soon be extinguished, the brief time they bought us was a great help.

"Avery, you bastard. When we get back, I'll give you a million kisses for this."

"At that rate, your cheeks would be worn through and you'd die, you idiot."

I'm not sure about that, but if we make it back safely, I'll apologize for cursing him for messing with my precious sun peppers.

So we ran like mad toward the exit.

Fortunately, since these black mage bastards had no intention of leaving the underground, there were no crowds rushing at us in the corridor leading to the exit.

"Left...!"

"Got it, guide!"

Of course, the corridors continued to branch and split, and there were those who ran toward us and even shot ominous mana lumps at us.

"Avery, you lovely bastard...!"

"You quack, when we get back, I'll give you a million loving hammer blows!"

But whenever that happened, Avery's potions would go PUEONG and temporarily block the path.

We had used almost all the potion vials and only had one or two left, but we just needed to go a little further.

Climbing the long staircase would also be a problem, but for now, we focused only on escaping this ancient ruin.


So.

We ran like mad and finally reached near the long corridor we had entered through.

TAK- TAK- TAK-

Our urgent footsteps slowed down as we reached that place.

"...Damn it."

"Isn't blocking the entrance cheating?"

That was because two black mages pointing their staffs at us from the end of the corridor came into view.

Mana was fluctuating.

The sounds of pursuit from behind were still quite distant, but there was a fluctuation of mana about to be shot at us and some unknown gloomy spell.


So.

I thought.

How does someone without a speck of mana defeat someone spewing mana?

That had always been my concern.

- Well, obviously... you can't win. Just begging for your life is the easiest way to survive, Ain.

The swordsmanship instructor Bex had smiled awkwardly and told me to beg to preserve my life.

- Ain, if you could defeat that, why would people live lives suited to their talents? I'm not saying there's no possibility, but there are things that can't be achieved even with effort.

Sir Joseph of Krepen had told me to know my place and then beat me with his sword again.


Those who haven't received the blessing of mana ultimately can't transcend human limitations, so no matter how hard they try, they can only reach the tip of a branch of a single tree.

Those who possessed mana had moved far ahead and were looking at even higher places from the top of a high mountain, but that was an impossible story for me.

However.

If I had given up and sat down because of that, I wouldn't have set out on this journey in the first place.

"Horn, don't die here. You need to repair the carriage."

"I've never seen such a rude guy. I'm a blacksmith, not a carpenter."

In other words, I wouldn't have made the presumptuous claim that I would find the Ashen Witch.

- Hmm, you might be able to handle mages at least. I don't know about knights who draw out aura, but if you can engage with mages who have weak physical abilities... I'd say there's about a 20% chance, Ain?

- If your opponent is a knight using aura, just commit suicide by disembowelment. But if it's a mage, engage them. If you can break just one barrier, you can kill them. With your persistent personality, that is.

Recalling those words, I pushed off with my feet again.

It was quite beneficial at times like this that fatigue wasn't felt in the city.

Even after running for a long time, I wasn't out of breath, and my legs weren't trembling, so I could quickly advance toward the mages.

"Horn! I'll go first, so save it!"

"Got it!"

Magic came flying.

Since the ominous and murky mana lumps would follow even if I tried to avoid them by turning my body.

I grabbed the end of the cloak I was wearing and spread it out to block only the front of the magic while continuing to sprint.

The magic made contact.

SSSS-

With that strange sound, it instantly broke the enchantment on my magic-resistant cloak, and even though it was somewhat neutralized, terrible pain surged through me.

The skin on my arm, which was the first to be hit, was scorched and began to melt away.

"D-damn...!"

A curse spontaneously escaped my lips, but I gritted my teeth with a KKUD sound and continued to run toward them.

If I stopped now just because it hurt, I would really die.

"Horn, spare cloak quickly...!"

So I received the third cloak we had brought as a spare from Horn and wrapped it around my body again.

PASSSS-

"Kugh, you bastard...!"

Despite spitting out all sorts of curses at the pain of the black magic that hit me again, I maintained my speed and reached them.

In other words, even as extreme pain surged through my melting forearms, I finally reached the black mages.

Under their dark robes, expressions of surprise could be seen.

Since their barrier magic was still intact, they hurriedly recited the next spell and gathered mana.

"Last cloak...!"

And I.

I received the magic-resistant cloak Horn was wearing, wrapped it around my fist, and swung it hard at the barrier.

KWANG-

The pain was so intense it felt like my arm would fall off.

PAJIJIK-

But with that sound, cracks began to form in the barrier, so I glared at them and swung my fist hard again, shouting.

The barrier broke upon contact with the magic-resistant cloak, and all that remained were two black mages reciting the end of their spells with their bare bodies.

"Horn, hammer time...!"

"Die, you bastards!!"

Literally, since both my arms were completely ruined, the finishing blow wasn't my role.

PUEOK- PUEOK-

Horn, who had been holding a hammer behind me, jumped out and instantly smashed the heads of the two black mages.

The two corpses, now headless, fell to the floor with a THULSEOK sound.

"Damn... that's some reliable performance."

"Hundreds of years of hammering will do that. So, kid, are your arms okay...?"

"Ha... worry... about that after we get out of here."

"Right, let's get out first."

I threw all three remaining potion vials to block the rear and climbed the stairs with Horn to escape.







The events that followed were swift.

Even with ruined arms, I could still beat up guards who, like me, had no mana, and Horn and I retrieved our weapons from the storage and escaped.

We also took the prostitute who had advised us to go underground.

"No, the state of your arms...!"

"...I don't care, just run for now."

Fearing she might be discovered for giving us advice and killed, I made her wear a robe whose enchantment had broken and become ineffective, and we ran to the alley where Avery would be waiting.

And Avery.

He greeted us from the alley, peeking his head out.

"Haha... I-I waited even though the time was a bit over..."

"Potion."

"Huh...? W-what potion...?"

I showed Avery my arms where the flesh had melted away, exposing the bone.

"Oh... s-so this is what Ain's bones look like. You're a bone handsome..."

"...Want to die?"

"Haha... p-please wait a moment."

I was about to curse at Avery for his crazy talk, but remembering that we were able to escape thanks to him, I just sighed.

Of course, the sigh was replaced by a silent scream as he poured the potion on my bone-exposed arms.

"Mmph, mmmmph...!! Mmmbbbph...!!"

"Haha... Elder Horn, p-please cover his mouth tightly... It would be a big problem if he blabbers that we escaped here..."

"Got it. Leave it to me."

"MMPH, MMMBBPH...!! MMPH, MMMMPH!!"

I wanted to flail my arms wildly and beat Avery up.

But thinking it would hurt more if I did, I shed tears profusely and after enduring the torture for a while, I finally passed out.


To be honest.

Passing out from extreme pain was quite a horrific experience.
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Even as I ran, my lips continued to pout.

Though I knew rationally it couldn't be true, my body reacted instinctively when confronted with the fact that he had become even slightly close with another woman.

Emotions don't simply subside just because you've sorted through your thoughts.

It wasn't as intense as boiling anger or crushing sadness, but I still wanted to express my displeasure by pouting my lips and questioning things.

And behind me as I ran toward the orphanage was Eileen, barely managing to keep up.

"Lady Asha, huff... haaah... slowly, please go slowly... huff..."

"..."

Perhaps she feared I might cause some trouble, or maybe she was genuinely concerned for my well-being.

She presented quite an unsightly appearance, panting like she was about to die yet somehow managing to follow behind me.

I'm not sure if it was because of that, but watching the disheveled Eileen seemed to calm my emotions a bit.

The jealousy that had flared up gradually subsided thanks to that girl running toward me with her brown hair flying in all directions.

In other words, she looked so exhausted that I felt bad about expressing my discontent by pouting.

"Huaack... ugh. Ah, I think I'm going to throw up... huurk, huff..."

"I'm not going to kill anyone. I may go there to question them, but I'm not some murderer who kills people indiscriminately. Why are you so suspicious?"

Besides, except for when my identity was exposed, I hadn't shown any instances of losing control of my emotions.

Yet she still feared and suspected I might kill someone, which made me feel a bit hurt.

As I was thinking this while looking at her, Eileen, who had collapsed on the ground panting, lifted her head as if trying to respond to my words.

"Haaah... huff. Huuh... it's not suspicion... Ah, my head is spinning... ugh."

"If not suspicion, then what is it?"

At my question of what else it could be if not suspicion, she pouted her lips and exclaimed:

"It's concern, concern...! Since Asha has only been in the city recently, huff... you haven't had time to release your emotions... Because emotions build up, you might make mistakes. You're human too, after all."

"..."

"Phew... Ah, I'm alive. My deceased grandmother was pulling me so hard I almost followed her unconsciously..."

"..."

Eileen truly is a strange person.

She clearly ran away in tears, snot, and possibly even urine, yet now she's clinging to my clothes and speaking to me without reservation. I don't understand it.

She trembled so much with fear that she couldn't even meet my eyes, but now she's smiling and reaching out her hand as if asking me to help her up. It's bizarre.

"Wait, and why does a mage run so well...! Ugh, aren't mages supposed to be physically weak...?"

"...You just need to exercise regularly. If you're done resting, follow me. I'll walk slowly."

"Ugh... is there any chance you could carry me? My legs have given out..."

I thought it made no sense that she was still following me, offering to help, when we should have parted ways after arriving at the republic.

Eileen is...

"Then just stay sprawled there. I'll run ahead by myself."

"Ah! I'm joking, joking...! If you run again, I'll really die!"

Even when I speak and act irritably, she follows behind me with a broad smile.

"Oh, Asha smiled!"

"...I did not smile."

She managed to make the corners of my mouth turn up slightly.

She truly is a strange person.



We arrived at the orphanage, walking slowly.

"This is better than I expected? Hmm, can an orphanage be this large?"

"..."

As Eileen said, it was quite a grand and large building for a place that takes care of abandoned children.

The spacious grounds were surrounded by moderately high fences.

The four-story building appeared well-maintained, clean and even luxurious.

Beyond the fence, quite a number of young children could be seen.

Each one was smiling brightly, wearing clean clothes, and bouncing around energetically.

And then.

"How may I help you visitors?"

An elderly woman approached us with several children in tow.

"Ah, well... We came to see a noble lady who entered this place."

Eileen hesitantly glanced at me before explaining our reason for coming, and...

"You must be Lady Lucia's guests. Please come in. I'll guide you."

"Y-yes, thank you!"

"Not at all. I'm Tersi, I look after the children here."

The elderly woman revealed her name with a smile.

She was someone who looked at the children with a kind smile, gently stroking them as she led the way.



And so...

"Oh my! To come looking for me so quickly, were you such hungry commoners...!? Th-then there's nothing to be done. I must summon the chef to provide you with a hearty meal!"

"..."

"..."

Meeting this strange noble lady again made me think once more that she truly was an odd person.

"I-if you're too hungry, perhaps some snacks I brought for the children...!"

Sensing that this conversation wouldn't end on its own...

"I apologize, but that's not why we came. Lucia Bisente Todorika Seymour, I'm looking for Ain."

"What...?"

I immediately cut off her words by stating my reason for coming.

"I've come from the Empire looking for Ain."

"Oh, you're looking for Ain...?"

When I bluntly said I was looking for Ain, she tilted her head in confusion as she looked at me.

"Yes, he's an important person to me."

"Um, well..."

"Do you know where he went?"

She kept tilting her head as if thinking about something, which made her look a bit frustrating and foolish, but...

"Ah!"

"..."

"Could it be... that you're that Ash... colored...?"

She suddenly seemed to realize something, clapping her hands together and leaning forward as if trying to peer inside my robe.

So you even told that to another woman, calling her a comrade, Ain?

Though I knew it was for my sake, I felt annoyed and jealous, pouting my lips as I removed my robe.

"Wow... a beautiful person. Wait, you're not ash-colored? Have I, Lucia Bisente Todorika Seymour, committed the rudeness of misunderstanding?"

"..."

Since there were only the three of us in the room, I removed the necklace, bracelet, and anklet I was wearing and looked at her again.

My appearance gradually changed.

My hair and eyes, which had been ordinary colors, took on a dull hue, and the mana that had been thoroughly suppressed began to writhe and flow out.

And then.

"...please spare me."

"I won't kill you. And your speech pattern changed."

"Please spare me."

The noble lady who identified herself as Lucia raised both hands with teary eyes as she looked at me.

"I said I won't kill you."

"B-but, the commoner behind you..."

Her trembling words seemed strange, so I turned around to find Eileen with a mischievous expression, her arms spread wide.

"Kekeke, you'd better kneel and beg! If you don't want to taste the wrath of the terrifying ash-colored Asha!"

"...Eileen."

"Yes?"

"What are you doing?"

"I'm teasing her! I can only do this now while she doesn't know anything. I'm hoping she'll wet herself too and become my comrade."

"..."

This isn't just strange—it might be insane.

Thinking this, I bound Eileen's entire body with mana and threw her into the corner.

"Mmph...! Mmph!"

Her muffled screams echoed through the room, but I ignored them and bowed my head to the noble lady before me.

"I apologize. My companion has been rude."

"Um... i-it's alright..."

Please understand with your generous heart that she's just an immature child who hasn't even reached adulthood.



Anyway.

We spent quite a long time conversing at the orphanage.

Partway through, I released Eileen, and the three of us talked about various things as time passed.



If I were to describe what those conversations were like:

"Hoho! So Ain also became my person, captivated by my noble demeanor...!"

"Gasp."

"...What did you just say?"

"Eh, eh, wh-what seems to be the problem...?"

"Q-quickly beg for your life. Hurry..."

"Did you just say Ain belongs to you? Don't you regret those words?"

"Please spare me. I'm sorry. I was joking. I-I don't have any feelings beyond comradeship for Ain. I retract my statement, I take it back."

"Well done...! You've preserved your life, my lady!"

There were scenes like that filled with petty jealousy.



As our conversation continued, occasionally the nobles would engage in their own dialogue:

"Gasp...! Such a romantic journey! Eileen Frisia Delphinium, you are an exemplar of nobility!"

"Lady Lucia Bisente Todorika Seymour, who has such wonderful thoughts about helping commoners, is amazing too!"

"If my noblesse oblige and your romanticism were combined, we could create an even more tremendous nobility!"

"That's right, my lady!! Would you like to travel with us?!"

Whether there was something that only nobles understood between them, the two excitedly jumped around with their arms around each other's shoulders.

After such antics repeated several times and I looked at them with an irritated expression, the two raised their hands in unison and apologized.



And then.

"Ain left the republic and went to Litera."

"I see."

"That's right. Ah! Tersi downstairs received help from Ain there and recently came here, so before you leave, you should talk with her too!"

Among the conversations that continued for quite some time were things I wanted to know.

Ain had left the republic and headed for a village called Litera.

According to what Lucia and Eileen explained, it's a place where letters fly in—a village where gifts in the form of letters fly to selected individuals.

So I too will head there.

With that thought, I bowed my head in gratitude, and Lady Lucia proudly thrust out her chest—slightly larger than Eileen's—as she greeted me.

"So nobles have small chests."

"No! How rude!"

"That's right. That's rude, Asha!"

I let out a chuckle at the two pouting women and made my way out of the room.



The sun had already set.

The once noisy orphanage now only echoed with the gentle breathing of children who had fallen asleep after playing.

"Are you leaving now?"

"Yes, thank you for guiding us."

As I walked down the corridor, an elderly woman approached and spoke to me.

"Did you get everything you wanted?"

"There's still one more thing, but Lady Lucia said I should get it from you, so may I ask?"

"Haha, what could you possibly want from an old woman like me..."

I asked her:

"What was Ain like in Litera?"

"Ah. Aah..."

She nodded as if recalling something.

"Haha, so you came here to find traces of your benefactor. Well... let me tell you, he fulfilled this old woman's wish."

"..."

"He was a kind and gentle person who shone brightly. His companions too... perhaps they were inspired by his light and filled the space around him, moving forward together."

The elderly woman smiled wistfully as if reminiscing, and with trembling hands, she took out a letter from her bosom, caressing it as she looked at me.

"In my 70 years of life, I had never seen such a beautiful sight. It was then that I first realized that the world, which had been so dreary after losing my two children to despair, could shine so brilliantly."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, I don't know what others might think, but to me, it was the most beautiful light he created. Well, has this old woman's words answered your question...?"

A brilliant flame rose in her eyes, burning fiercely.

"Yes, they have. Thank you."

"Haha, then I must go check on the children now. It's late, so please return safely."

After bowing my head in greeting, I watched her receding figure disappear down the corridor, filled with vitality.

It seemed too vibrant for an old woman—so alive that there was no scent of death about her.



And so.

Eileen and I walked through the streets after leaving the orphanage as night approached.

"We can leave tomorrow! A village where letters fly in... How romantic!"

"..."

As Eileen said, we should be able to leave tomorrow.

I'm in a good mood.

The day had gone well, so I was in a very good mood—my steps were light, and I found myself smiling for no reason.

And, well.

"Now that we've achieved our goal, let's have a beer in good spirits..."

"What...?"

Perhaps because I was in a good mood, the memory of yesterday's bitter yet savory drink swirled slightly in my mind.

The vague taste of beer seemed to sweep through my mouth.

"Since we're leaving tomorrow anyway, I think we should have one last beer before going to sleep."

"What?"

"Let's go to the beer house."

The cascade of liquid flowing down my throat had actually been quite pleasant.

Except for the feeling that my head might split open the next morning, I could understand why people drink it.

"No, no...! If you get drunk and fall asleep again, I'm just going to leave you and go back to the inn by myself this time?!"

"We'll drink slowly, just a little at a time."

So as long as I don't gulp it down all at once, it should be fine.



Therefore.

I went to the beer house with Eileen again and ordered beer and some light snacks.

"Eileen."

"Yesh? Wha ish it?"

Eileen, seemingly displeased that she couldn't drink because she wasn't an adult, was munching on snacks while looking at me.

"Just eat a lot. It's nice to see."

"Yesh~"

I chuckled at the sight and carefully sipped my beer little by little.

As I expected, if I drink carefully in small amounts, I won't end up collapsing face-first.

Moreover, with each sip, a slight tipsiness flowed through me, making the corners of my mouth curl up into a smile.

As we engaged in small talk in the bustling tavern, I could hear the voices of others talking around us.

"Did you hear? Something incredible happened in Litera recently."

"You mean that far-fetched story about dozens of letters flying in at once? Haha, you're behind on the news."

"Speaking of which, isn't that fake news? It doesn't make sense for dozens of people to be selected at once."

I smiled broadly.

What was coming from their mouths was clearly the story I had heard earlier.

"No. There were hundreds of adventurers who witnessed the scene, so how could it be false? And there's also a rumor. They say that Ain the Incompetent received three letters there."

"What...? Don't talk nonsense. It would be more fitting to say he died somewhere in a foreign land!"

For adventurers who looked down on Ain, this news made their eyes widen in surprise.

"That's what the guys who returned from Litera said, what can I do?"

"They must have all been drunk."

"They said everyone he took as companions also received letters, but if you don't want to believe it, then don't. Anyway, if it's true, we'll hear more news about that guy!"

The brilliant scene that Ain created in a village is gradually being spread and transmitted through people's mouths.



With the clinking sound of beer mugs and the tavern growing more boisterous.

I sat there, sipping my beer with a smile.

Ain is moving forward in the distance.

"Eileen."

"Y-yes?"

"We're leaving right now."

"Wh-what? So suddenly...? But Asha, you've been drinking..."

"Our destination is Litera."

So I too will move forward toward the land that Ain has already stepped on.

Ch.88 - Episode 2-a. Tevris, the City Where Night Never Comes. (8)
# Episode 2-a. The City Where Night Never Comes, Tevris.

Where there is bright light, there are shadows.

Where there is light, there must also be darkness.

And that's true.

Even in a city where night never comes, where buildings are decorated with brilliant lights, where the daytime sun and illumination seem to last forever.

If there are dazzling scenes above ground, then beneath the tightly hidden brothel district, shadows linger quietly.

We finally uncovered the secret blessing and curse that had persisted for 100 years.

The shadow eating away at the city was the ancient ruins sleeping beneath it, where black mages had settled and were conducting unknown activities.

Since we couldn't reach the deepest part of the subject, we couldn't tell exactly what they were doing.

"Ah... I really almost died."

At least, whatever the black mages were doing underground was the most suspicious thing in this city, making it the most questionable matter.

As I glanced at my still-throbbing arms, I heard a voice.

"Finally awake, you weakling brat? How could you sleep for a whole day when we have no time to waste?"

"Wow, he's awake!"

Three people were surrounding me as I lay sprawled on the bed.

"Yeah... my arms still feel like they're dying. So, did you go to the city mayor yet?"

If a whole day had passed as Horn said, it would now be the evening of the 7th day, or the morning of the 8th.

If so, it was time when activities at that brothel might become suspicious.

"Yes, I delivered the message. When I explained the location and presented the evidence, he responded with a shocked expression, saying he would organize a subjugation team. We've been monitoring the brothel while waiting for you to wake up."

Fortunately, Horn and Avery seemed to have handled things well while I was unconscious.

"Ah, thank you for your hard work. But I don't think a mediocre subjugation team will be enough. I wonder if any higher-ups will come to support..."

"How should I know? That's for them to figure out now. Besides, they haven't shown any unusual movements yet, so there shouldn't be any immediate problems."

"Well... I guess that's true."

Feeling that things were somehow working out, I dropped my aching arm back onto the bed and sighed.

In a manner of speaking, our role is finished.

It would be nonsensical to think that people at our level could join the subjugation team and achieve great merit.

Breaking through a group of well-prepared, entrenched black mages and claiming what's inside is impossible for us, I believe.

I'm half-certain that even the prophetic letter didn't guide us here expecting us to completely resolve the situation.

An ancient ruin with unknown mechanisms and what must be hundreds of black mages.

If there were a prophecy claiming we could completely resolve such a situation, it would be the ramblings of a senile ancient person, not a prophecy.

If we tried to go back in with unnecessary greed, we would surely die.

The fact that just two spells from low-level black mages melted my arms and left me unconscious for a full day made that quite clear.

"More importantly, the mayor asked me to tell you to visit his mansion when you regain consciousness to receive the first discovery reward. He said you could choose either money or one of the treasures from the city's vault."

"Ah, right. That's what matters."

So what we can hope for is probably just that.

A reward for being the first to discover the city's secret that no one had found for all this time.

"Are we going right away?"

"I'd like to, but let's wait for Avery to return."

"Fine, he'll be back soon anyway."

So we all flopped down on the bed and waited for Avery to return.

*Bang*

"Um... Ain. Have you fi-finally woken up...?"

"Yes, pack your things. We'll load everything onto the carriage, stop by the mayor's mansion for the reward, and then leave the city immediately."

"Ah, finally... L-let's get out quickly...!"

On the morning of the eighth day, I decided to leave earlier than our remaining time limit.

I was also concerned about how much fatigue we had accumulated from running around without rest.

"Hmm, aren't you going to wait until the subjugation team resolves the situation?"

"How would I know when the subjugation will end? Unless an archmage comes, it could take over a month. Just sending requests for help to neighboring cities and gathering forces will take a long time."

"Ah, I see your point."

If we waited around for the leftovers after the subjugation, we might not be able to leave the city until the curse was lifted, which would be a waste of time.

Besides, the makeshift subjugation team of random people currently in the city would just die if they tried to enter.

A proper subjugation team needs to be formed to break through, and who knows how long that will take.

So...

"We'll just take one treasure as our discovery reward and leave quickly. If we really regret it, we can rest in a nearby city and come back later for the leftovers."

"Right, then pack your things."

"Yes~"

My companions and I gathered all our belongings that we had unpacked at the inn, loaded them onto the carriage, and headed for the mayor's mansion.

When we arrived at the mayor's mansion...

"Ah, the city's heroes have arrived! Would you like a cup of tea? And how are your arms? I heard you were severely injured."

"I'm fine. We came because you said to visit when I regained consciousness, Mr. Mayor."

Inside the mansion, I could see soldiers bustling about, and a middle-aged man greeted us.

"Oh, yes. The first discoverer deserves a proper reward. You can choose between 5 million dera or one treasure from our vault."

Receiving 5 million dera would instantly make us extremely wealthy.

With that much, an ordinary citizen could probably live their entire life without working.

However...

"Then... I'd like to see the treasure vault first."

"Yes, yes. You there, escort these people to the treasure vault!"

For me, there was something more valuable than money.

I valued items that could help my journey more highly.

And so...

The scene inside the treasure vault we entered was as brilliant as the city itself.

"Holy mother."

"Beautiful words."

"Mommy..."

"Indeed."

Perhaps because the city earned tremendous amounts of money, all kinds of treasures were gleaming brilliantly, tempting us.

"You may choose any one item you desire."

"Ah, yes. Thank you..."

The soldier who guided us handed over a catalog and said this, and we walked around the vault with the catalog of treasures open.

"Brat, I want this axe."

"No."

"Why, you little shit. I said I want it."

"Elder. Get a grip."

Even Horn, uncharacteristically, was drooling and looking around at the incredible sight.

"Ah, Ain... I want that ancient potion with unknown effects over there..."

"Would that work?"

"Is it not acceptable...?"

"We can only choose one item, so what's the point of taking a single vial of potion with unknown effects?"

Avery was also licking his lips at the ancient potions and all sorts of expensive experimental materials that piqued his curiosity.

And then...

"Ain, can we choose those biscuits labeled 'Heavenly Taste' over there?"

"Or brother, what about that set of drinks called 'God's Tears' next to it?"

"Your suggestions make the least sense."

"Why?!"

The children mainly looked at things that would make anyone's mouth water, tugging at my clothes.

However...

Although I wanted to give everyone what they wanted, we could only choose one item.

So I don't understand why everyone is acting this way when we had already decided what to choose before arriving.

"We're sticking to the plan, as agreed."

"...Tch."

These people must have collectively lost their minds.

Anyway, what we had agreed to choose was something that would help our journey, or something we could use for the Ashen Witch.

So I spent a long time walking around with the catalog open, examining the items.

"Not this one... This one is also ambiguous..."

"Annoyingly meticulous bastard."

"Sigh... You're making me sad when you keep doing that."

"So what?"

"..."

Considering Horn's age, it might be time for him to become senile, but I wish he would wait until after our journey ended.

I ignored his grumbling and continued selecting items.

"Oh."

Then I discovered something rather strange.

A solitary item.

Something with no explanation written in the catalog.

"Excuse me, soldier. Is there no explanation for this item?"

"Which item are you referring to?"

"This one has no explanation in the catalog, and it's just sitting in the corner."

I picked up the item and showed it to the approaching soldier, who looked at it with a puzzled expression before fetching another old catalog from far away and speaking as he opened it.

"Please wait a moment. Items not listed in that catalog are probably either very old items that have been stored for a long time or things whose use is completely unknown."

"Ah, I see."

He flipped through the catalog and seemed to find the explanation for the item I was holding, smiling slightly.

"Ah, here it is."

"What does it say?"

And...

As I looked at him curiously...

The soldier slowly recited what was written to me.

"Well, it's a magical power analyzer said to have been created by Nasatya, a great criminal from ancient times."

"...What?"

He says this is the first step toward the traces of Nasatya that I've been searching for so desperately.

"An eccentric invention created by the Fallen Twilight Star, Nasatya, who was erased from records as a criminal. However, it's noted that for some reason it doesn't work, which is why it was excluded from the newer catalog."

"..."

"Actually, we don't know much about this item either, so we've just been keeping it in storage. It's really just a non-functional antique."

My companions were looking back and forth between me and the item with surprised eyes.

"...Are there any other items made by him in the vault besides this one?"

"Hmm... please wait a moment."

At my question, the soldier quickly scanned the catalog again, but then shook his head.

"No. That's the only item in this vault made by the ancient person called Nasatya."

"...Then I'll choose this."

"What? You're choosing that non-functional antique?"

The soldier asked incredulously, unable to understand why I would choose such an antique over the numerous treasures.

"I'll take this one."

"Well, then I'll note that you've chosen that item and close the vault. No changes or additions are possible now...?"

"Yes."

There was no hesitation in my voice as I answered.

Rather, the corners of my mouth were turning up, busy expressing my elevated mood.

Even Horn, who had been coveting all sorts of treasures, along with Avery and the twins, came to my side, poking my ribs and smiling.

We found it.

Although we couldn't resolve the city's curse with our own hands.

We grasped a clue to what we wanted to discover, and at least claimed one item containing traces of it.

*Thud*

With that sound, the door to the treasure vault closed again.

*Thud*

*Thud*

With that sound, my heart was beating intensely.

As time passed...

The carriage slowly left the city.

In the end...

We only revealed the city's curse without directly breaking it.

"Wow, brat. Finding this is really..."

"We got lucky, didn't we, bro!"

"That's right, it was worth giving up the cookies and drinks!"

"Well... I do miss the p-potions a bit..."

We started our journey again with smiles on our faces.

The snowball has been rolled.

Someone will take the snowball we rolled and make it larger to drive away the darkness.

And then...

"Urgh... this damn..."

"C-crazy... Ugh..."

In other words, as soon as the carriage left the city, we writhed in pain.

The children collapsed with a thud and fainted, while Avery foamed at the mouth with gurgling sounds.

Due to the fatigue accumulated from running around trying to uncover secrets, it all hit us at once, and we had to lie sprawled out for several days.

********

Unfortunately...

Although you grasped the edge of Nasatya's traces...

You did not approach the true secret of Tevris.

The ancient ruins hidden underground.

You did not uncover the 100-year spectacle created by the black mages who settled there.

You did not discover the ancient magic rising from the deepest part of the ruins.

You obtained Nasatya's item, but you don't even properly know what those traces are.

The city's residents still have to wait for the curse to be lifted, and some people will inevitably die before the curse is broken.

You may be satisfied with the immediate results, but you cannot deny that it is only half a success.

But...

There will be many adventurers, or travelers, who will visit the city in the future.

And among those many people, someone...

Perhaps a woman hiding her ash-colored appearance who sneaks in will inherit your will and solve the city's secret.

Perhaps the Ashen Witch will take the snowball you formed and roll it little by little to create an even larger and more magnificent snowball.

Perhaps she will eventually have her identity exposed and fall into hardship, and perhaps the blades of those seeking to kill the Ashen one will be directed at her.

So...

I look forward to all those moments coming.

I hope that by continuing this process, we get closer to a better ending.

This has been the city where night never comes, Tevris.

Ch.89 - Episode 2-b. For Freedom and Adventure. (8)
# Episode 2-b. For Freedom and Adventure.

Where there is bright and brilliant light, there is shadow.

Where there is beautiful light, there must always be dark shade.

And I.

I always wanted to be the shadow that could stay by Ain's radiant side.

I wanted to be someone who would never leave his side.

Even if I were nothing but hateful ash, too repulsive to walk beside him.

Then I would rather be a shadow supporting him from the darkness, ensuring his shining hands wouldn't get dirty as he rushed forward.

For Ain, if I could just be with Ain.

In truth, I didn't mind remaining in a dark role as long as I could stand by his side.

Yet I held back my feelings and let him go because that loving gaze he had for me was too precious.

Because I feared I might never again receive the affection contained in those hands that stroked my head.

I love him.

I adore and yearn for him.

With belated realization, I discovered my passionate love for him, often letting out wistful sighs as I thought of him.

However, Ain probably doesn't feel the same way I do.

The affectionate looks and touches he gives me must be quite different from the love and desire I harbor.

Probably the same affection he shows to others in the Empire who support me.

Not at all sticky or clingy, so it doesn't make me go "huu-" with longing breaths.

The kind that makes my chest tingle when I think of him, making me breathe excitedly and cross my legs tightly.

The feelings he has are definitely not that kind of emotion.

So.

I need to make an effort.

Fortunately, I'm quite beautiful, and I have the large breasts that men go crazy for.

If I can just control my ash and emotions, I'm quite a capable mage.

Surely as I continue on this journey for Ain, I will also take steps toward... devouring him.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain.

"Ain."

Whatever the reason, you should be prepared for the fact that you dared to get close to another woman.

"Ah, Lady Asha... your expression is really scary?"

"Then shut up and stay quiet."

"...Yes."

Because you'll have to experience firsthand how sticky and clingy ashen emotions can be.

With that thought, I drove the carriage urgently along the forest path.

And I kept squirming with my legs tightly crossed as the tingling wouldn't stop.

Sure enough, as we left the city and reached a place with no people, my emotions started leaking out.

Perhaps tonight I'll need to release the emotions that have been building up.

Night falls.

After removing my robe, necklace, bracelets, and anklets, I'm spewing ash in the middle of the forest.

While Imper and wild beasts rarely appeared on the road that cuts through the forest, they keep appearing once you go deep into the woods.

So I went in there, waving my hands and erasing everything that charged at me.

Little by little, my emotions are released.

Each time the ash bursts out with a "hoof," the knots that had built up inside me disappear, and my tight chest opens up, allowing me to breathe properly.

And.

"Wow~ Amazing~"

There was one strange person watching me with a grin.

"...Eileen."

"Yes?"

"Please go to sleep."

There was this strange person who used to tremble at such sights, a former bed-wetter, now clapping her hands and admiring from a distance.

"But it's safer here than over there. What if I get attacked while alone?"

"It's not dangerous."

Even when I explained that this place where I'm scattering ash is much more dangerous than the sleeping area protected by magic, she shook her head.

"Can't I still watch?"

"...Do whatever you want."

"Yay~"

She used to listen well to whatever I said before, but now she's throwing tantrums and being stubborn like a child.

I think the right thing to do is to knock her out in one go when she's not paying attention and send her back to bed.

So—

"Kyaang...!"

I hit her with a mana ball to knock her out instantly, then tied her up with mana and threw her to where the bonfire was burning.

After the thud sound, I heard another "kyaang" scream from far away.

I twitched my lips at the sound, then continued scattering ash to pass the time.

I did so until the Imper groups were completely eradicated.

Anyway.

I'm now heading to the village where letters are said to fly in.

The carriage I'm riding after a long time and the hard driver's seat still hurt my bottom with every bump.

"Lady Asha, Lady Asha. Do you think I can receive a letter too?"

"No."

Eileen, wanting to alleviate her boredom, kept poking my side from the cargo area of the fast-moving carriage.

"That's mean! Please think about it a little!"

"Hmm, no. You absolutely cannot receive one. Eileen, you won't be able to receive one even if you die and come back to life."

"That's why I said you're being mean!"

She goes on and on about the romance of the village where letters fly in.

"Isn't it truly romantic? Letters flying in from the past, present, future, or even from beyond the river of death! How did ancient magic make such a thing possible!"

"And you said only selected people can receive them, so most people don't get any."

"But since Ain did something this time and dozens of letters flew in, maybe I'll get one too!"

She says this while dangerously pushing her face close to the driver's seat, full of expectation.

"It's dangerous, so put your head back in."

"Romance! Flying letters. I want to hurry and see them! When will we arrive? What should we do when we get there? The letters won't fly in right away, will they? What kind of letter do you want to receive, Lady Asha? A letter from Ain? Since you already have plenty of those piled up, is it a prophecy?"

She's so excited that she doesn't seem to hear me, and she even grabs my clothes and shakes them while bombarding me with all sorts of questions.

Crazy woman.

"Shut up, just shut up."

"Romance!! It's a village of romance! The romance of letters is flying around... mmph! Mmmmph!! Mmmmmmph!!!"

So I threw a mana ball behind her, binding her whole body and covering her mouth.

Actually, I had just released her after keeping her bound for about three hours because she was being noisy, but it seems I need to tie her up for another three hours.

Anyway, since we've been traveling for quite a while, we should reach that village today.

I heard it's a very popular place, and seeing the many carriages coming and going, we must be getting close.

"Mmph, mmmmph! Mmph mmph!!!"

"..."

Why is she still noisy even with her mouth covered?

I don't understand how she can still squirm and raise her body while tightly bound, looking at me and the road ahead with sparkling eyes.

It's starting to get a bit scary.

"Mmmmmmph!! Mmph, mmph...!!"

"Ah, seriously, please stop it, Eileen."

I'm genuinely starting to get scared.

And so we continued on and finally arrived at the village where letters fly in.

"Mmph, mmph...! Mmmmph, puha...! Le, letters are floating in the sky, Lady Asha!"

After releasing her body and mouth upon arrival, she immediately grabbed my clothes and shook them vigorously.

"...I can see them too, so please stop shaking me."

"Hurry! Let's hurry in!"

"We're waiting in line, so how exactly are we supposed to hurry in?"

"Oh."

We're waiting for our turn in the long line of carriages.

Of course, the line was moving quite quickly, so we would be able to enter soon.

As I drank my beverage while waiting, finding Eileen's excited bouncing ridiculous, our turn approached.

And so.

As our carriage entered the village with a clatter—

Flutter—

"...Eh?"

Flutter—

"...?"

Two letters flew into our carriage as soon as we entered the village.

Everyone around looked at our carriage at this sight, and I pulled my robe down further.

"T-two letters...! I-I must have one too!!"

Ah, of course, both are for me.

"No, why...?"

"Hope for what you want, Eileen."

I held my drink in one hand while using the other to manipulate mana to receive the letters.

I naturally opened the first letter and floated it in the air to read.

- To the east.

- He headed east.

- Completely solve the problems in Tevris that Ain couldn't resolve, obtain what he desired, and join the journey.

- Work hard for the ending that you and he desire.

- I hope you will fill each other's shortcomings.

- ...

- And there's something really important.

- That is.

- You need to pounce on him in the middle of the night.

- Go go, storm sex.

I.

"Pffft...!"

While reading the letter, I spat all the drink I was holding in my mouth onto Eileen's face.

"Lady Asha...?"

"Cough, cough.... Sorry, I'm sorry.... Cough...!"

The ending of the letter that started as a prophecy seemed very strange, so I read it several times while choking.

"Pffft...!"

"No, Lady Asha.... Why are you doing this to me?"

"I, really..., cough, it's not intentional...."

Even when I calmed down and looked at it again, I could only spit out my drink again.

So to avoid it, I quickly folded it and put it in my pocket, then opened and read the next letter.

- Asha.

- You can definitely be happy.

- So don't doubt and do what you want to do.

- You can do it.

- ...

- Oh, and let me tell you in advance, our child's name is Eleanor.

- Yes.

- Actually, I'm just kidding.

And.

"Pffft...."

"Ah, really...."

I couldn't calm down and had to spit again.

Eileen's face became sticky and sweet from the drink I spat out.

But I couldn't even apologize and just had to try to calm my wildly shaking pupils.

My face is hotter than ever.

My heart keeps pounding roughly, and the breath I exhale to calm down is accompanied by excited moans.

I don't feel people's gazes.

Only the contents of the letters fill my mind, tormenting me.

********

To twist predetermined fate.

For those who strive to move forward, crises and trials must come.

It may be very threatening and desperate.

It might make you frustrated again and make you fall again.

However.

For those who have taken steps with courage, after the crises and trials that come, help and assistance that counteract them will be given.

If someone tries to harm you, someone else will work hard to help you.

Trust the awkward woman who wants to move forward with you.

Trust the man who is going ahead to pioneer the path for you.

Trust the affection of those who are still cheering for you.

Although it's a journey you started alone.

Asha, you have never been alone for a single moment.

Ch.90 - Episode 3-a. A Flower That Reeks of Rotting Corpses (1)
# Episode 3-a. The Flower That Smells Like Rotting Corpses

A small village and a mysterious flower.

As you head east, you'll find a small village and a mysterious flower nearby.

A large flower that emits the stench of rotting corpses, yet paradoxically bears sweet fruit.

It is the pride of the village.

For the residents of this small village, it provides daily sustenance, and the fruit can be sold at high prices to occasional tourists, helping with their livelihood.

Although its smell makes people wrinkle their noses, amazingly, it blooms beautiful petals year-round without withering.

As seasons change and many things transform, this enormous flower stands tall, unchanging and solitary.

No one knows how long the flower has been there; the only known fact is that it was already standing there before the village was established.

And.

The flower's petals close briefly only once a month.

That's when it holds an abundance of bright red, round fruits that resemble clumps of blood droplets.



Indeed.

Will you find what you seek here?

A small village encountered while heading east.

And a large, mysterious flower.

You and your companions stopping by to rest and recover from the fatigue accumulated in Tevris.


At least I hope you won't just stay there for a leisurely rest.

If you've chosen to walk a painful path of thorns, I hope you won't settle but continue moving forward.

I sincerely hope so.



********



Inside the carriage stopped by the roadside.

"Ah."

"Ah."

"Aah..."

"Ah..."

Only short sighs could be heard from the four people sprawled out with limbs spread wide.

"I'm... dying."

"I'm dying..."

"We feel like we're dying..."

"I'd rather... d-die... it would be easier..."

Hollow eyes and trembling limbs were problematic, but the biggest issue was actually...

Despite my will to keep pulling the carriage forward regardless of our physical state, the horses had also collapsed in the middle of the road.

So after feeding hay and water to the horses, I had declared we should rest for a while with the carriage pulled over to the side of the road.

"Damn... I didn't think about the horses. They were also there for 8 days."

"As I always say, that's mother-hating speech."

"What's the difference between 'mother' and 'mom' anyway."

"Well... 'youngster' and 'little shit' mean the same thing too. Go on, you little shit."

No.

Old man, there's a clear difference between muttering to yourself and insulting someone to their face.

Thinking this, I changed my words and mumbled quietly.

"...Mommy."

"Yes, youngster."

"..."

It was blatantly absurd, but the old man's stubbornness and thoughts accumulated over hundreds of years were quite solid.


Anyway.

"This won't work. Let's rest for a few days at the next city or village we come across once the horses recover."

Having pushed ourselves too hard in Tevris, my entire body felt like it was breaking apart in pain, and I absolutely didn't want to rest in the hard carriage.

Horn, the old man, seemed to agree with me as he nodded his head while sprawled out.

"I agree. I've rarely felt this exhausted in my life. Maybe I'm getting old, but I feel like I'm dying."

"Well, at several hundred years old, you are quite elderly."

"That's dwarf-hating speech."

Of course, Horn's words were never simply calm and positive, as always.

"Damn it, what is it now? At this point, you just don't like me, right?"

"You've hit the nail on the head. Your perception has improved, for a human."

"This is ridiculous, seriously."

As expected, he showed his paradoxical nature—being a fucking racist while being sensitive to any prejudice against himself.

I wondered why only Horn was responding to my suggestion about resting before continuing, so I turned my head to look around.

And immediately understood why.

"...They've fallen asleep again."

"They're just children. It must be hard for them."

"What about Avery?"

"He's a madman. Even I don't understand him."

Both the twins and Avery had fallen asleep again, seemingly unconscious.





The crackling sound of a bonfire rises after a long time.

With no time to worry about bandits or Imper, I woke up from what felt like unconsciousness and looked around.

Seeing it had already grown dark, I hurriedly lit a fire.

"..."

The children, Horn, and even Avery were still so exhausted that they remained asleep with no intention of waking up.

Of course, I also wanted to go back to sleep, but I needed to be prepared for possible attacks.

"I'm hungry..."

Actually, I had woken up because I was so hungry my stomach was starting to hurt, so I just wobbled around, took out a pot and placed it over the bonfire.

Carefully, so as not to wake the sleeping people, I took out the boxes containing food ingredients and placed them on the ground.

Opening the ice box with anticipation wouldn't reveal fresh vegetables or meat.

Inside were dried jerky and withered, slightly spoiled-looking vegetables.

"Mo... Mommy."

In other words.

As befitting a tourist city, Tevris was too expensive, so we thought we'd save money by getting supplies in another city or village.

I never thought we'd all collapse like this and end up wailing.

Stupid me.

So after trimming the withered vegetables, I forced my still trembling and aching body to walk into the forest.

I made loud footsteps and tapped nearby trees with my sheathed sword to make noise.

Small animals would run away at the sound, but I thought wild beasts like boars might be lured by an intruder in the forest.

So I continued making noise while walking through the forest, picking fresh grass from the ground even in the darkness.

Just one catch, just one.

And after some time, as if answering my wish, I saw gleaming eyes.

There was a boar approaching with a snorting sound.


However.

"No... I said just ONE should come."

The problem was that there were quite a few of them.

So many were charging at me that I wondered if I had invaded the boars' territory.

So I raised my sword.

The blade slid out of its sheath with a swish, gleaming in the moonlight.

My arms and legs were still trembling, and my arm was still hollowed out, causing pain, but.

"Still, I'm not about to get beaten by you bastards!"

I shouted as I kicked the first one that approached with all my might.

Like a harmony, squealing cries echoed one after another.


Well.

Tonight's dinner is delicious wild boar stew.



The pot was now bubbling away.

The stew, made with the wild boar meat I had struggled to prepare, along with various herbs and edible plants I had gathered from the forest, emitted a quite appetizing aroma.

"Mmm... smells delicious..."

"Yakiii... one bowl for me tooo..."

The children were the first to wake up to the sound and smell, wobbling out of the carriage.

The two approached while holding hands tightly, looking at me and the pot with half-closed eyes before raising the corners of their mouths in smiles.

"As expected of Ain..."

"Big brother is the best..."

They staggered to my side and, as always, each climbed onto my right and left legs, hugging me tightly.

"I think you're getting too old for this."

"Yaaawn... we're still young enough, so it's fine..."

I carefully held the children while stirring with the ladle, and during that time, the remaining two people also woke up and came outside.

More precisely.

"Hmm, I don't know why this guy isn't waking up. At this point, he seems dead. How about we just dump him in the forest?"

"Not a bad idea."

"Then I'll throw him over there."

Horn stretched and dragged Avery out by his hair.

The fact that he still wouldn't wake up even during this was truly praiseworthy.

He already had dark circles from frequently staying up late researching and experimenting, but now after 8 days, those circles extended all the way to his cheekbones.

Still, he had been quite helpful this time.

So I waved my hand to stop Horn, then grabbed the rest of Avery's hair and pulled him toward me.

"Forget it, just leave him here and sit down, old man. And let's save a bowl of stew for when he wakes up."

"I was just joking. Hmm, but you must be the most tired, yet you even made stew?"

"Hiss... I was too hungry to sleep."

"Actually, that's why I woke up too."

"We also woke up because we were hungry..."

After saying this, we looked at each other and giggled.


And then.

"Mmm... de-delicious smell... Like the fantastic elixir I created..."

Looking at Avery who was still muttering with his eyes closed, I said:

"Old man, this guy is smiling."

"Leave him be. He must be having a pleasant dream."


Hmm.

Then just eat a lot in your dream.
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A small, insignificant snowball.

A tiny snowball rolled by an unremarkable adventurer began to roll.

The city's secrets finally revealed, black mages lurking in the shadows beneath the brilliant lights.

Though no one knew exactly what they were doing or what they were planning...

At least they left behind one definite clue to unravel both the blessing and curse of the city.

People flock to the new rumors surrounding Tevris.

Experienced mercenaries looking for one last job before retirement.

Though not archmages or sword masters, certainly skilled mages and knights.

Countless adventurers who had arrived even before hearing the news.

And vagrants who had despaired at never being able to leave the city again.

They covet the treasures in the city's underground ruins and the rewards for breaking the city's curse.

Some want the research journals accumulated by black mages over 100 years, or whatever might have been created during a century of experiments.

And.

There is a woman stepping into the black mage subjugation that has already begun.

The Ash-colored Witch, Asha.

She is a woman who has entered this chaotic city with her identity thoroughly concealed by robes, necklaces, bracelets, and anklets, seeking to obtain something her beloved desires.

Indeed.

Can the woman successfully claim what she seeks?

In the darkness finally revealed, among the many people gathered.

Can she keep her identity as the ash-colored one hidden?

When you reach the moment of decision, will you be able to make the right choice?

Asha.

Please make the right decision.

A choice that lives up to expectations.

********

The carriage rattles forward.

Eileen asked if we could stay in the village where letters arrive for about ten days to wait for her own letter, but...

"That's so mean."

"I feel like I've heard you say 'that's so mean' about a thousand times already. Don't you think it's about time to stop?"

I flatly refused her request and immediately turned the carriage toward the city called Tevris.

I wouldn't know what problem needed solving until we got there, but I thought it best to follow the prophecy's instructions.

Because of that...

For days, the only sound in our nearly non-stop moving carriage was Eileen muttering about how mean I was.

"I wanted to receive a letter too..."

"..."

"So mean..."

So I was forced to say something I absolutely never would have said otherwise.

Honestly speaking.

At this rate, I'd collapse from exhaustion before we even reached Tevris, so I gave her the words she wanted to hear.

"Sigh... when we have time, I promise we'll return there and stay for ten days, so please stop now."

"...really?"

"Yes, I'll definitely return there even if it's a bit late, so stop whimpering."

Sometimes when I'm traveling with Eileen and conversing with her, I wonder if this is what raising a child feels like.

"Really...?"

"Yes, really."

"Wow! Asha, aren't you excited about Tevris? I heard it's a city of tourism! The city where night never comes! Sparkling with brilliant lights, a place to enjoy all kinds of entertainment! If we can bring back the night, I'll be a billionaire too?!! That's totally a land of opportunity! Let's hurry there, get rich, and return home in glory!!"

"..."

With just one promise, her eyes that had been gloomy for days sparkle with life again.

Completely opposite from her previous muttering, she now pours all her pent-up words into my ears.

Well.

Since she's not yet an adult, I suppose it's fair to treat her as a child, but perhaps I've gotten myself entangled with the most childish girl among children.

"Hmm, what should we do first when we get there? Oh, come to think of it, since the prophecy told us to solve some problem, I guess we should focus on that, right?"

"Sigh... yes. We'll probably solve that problem quickly and leave the city. I don't want to stay long in a place where so many people gather."

She was completely deflated earlier, but now she's quickly regained her energy and keeps tugging at the hem of my robe from the driver's seat, chattering away endlessly.

"Ah, th-then after solving the problem, just two days—no, just one day! I, I want to look around for just one day!"

"Fine, now be quiet."

"Yes!"

Eileen looks at me with a beaming smile, excited with anticipation.

Though she keeps her lips tightly sealed at my command to be quiet, she still nods her head enthusiastically.

However.

"But Asha!"

"Shut up."

"Yes."

That cursed mouth couldn't even last five minutes, forcing me to utter a curse.

And so our carriage diligently traveled until we reached the vicinity of Tevris, but...

"Wait, this line of carriages... Asha, it looks like it might be ten times longer than Litera...?"

"..."

It was a bit absurd to discover that the queue for entering Tevris started from where the edge of the city walls was visible.

So I turned to Eileen, who was tugging persistently at the hem of my clothes.

"Should I go ask the carriages in front or behind why there are so many people?"

"Please do."

"Got it!"

As soon as I nodded, she ran pitter-patter to the carriage behind us.

She seems to be chatting with the driver, nodding her head, showing surprised expressions, and jumping up and down excitedly making all sorts of commotion.

Shouting "Amazing!" and running back pitter-patter, she truly looked like an excited puppy who had received a treat, honestly making me chuckle.

However, the news she brought back wasn't particularly amusing.

"Asha, Asha! The city's secrets have been partially revealed, and they're forming a subjugation party to hunt down the black mages who are suspected to be the cause! Everyone seems to have gathered to join that subjugation party!"

"So..."

"Yes! This must be the problem we need to solve!"

"..."

Eileen and I are probably thinking the same thing.

Until now, wherever Ain had passed through, there had always been definite changes, so if there was a change in this city, this must surely be it.

So I bit my lip firmly.

If so many people have gathered for the same reason I need to accomplish something, wouldn't that be somewhat dangerous?

"Asha? What's wrong? Having a subjugation party should be a big help in solving... oh."

"..."

Eileen seems to have belatedly realized the problem too, as she stops mid-sentence with an "oops" expression and looks back and forth between me and the surrounding carriages.

In other words, two problems have arisen.

First, although my identity is concealed with tools, the possibility of my identity being discovered has increased.

And second, the question of whether I can obtain what Ain wanted among all these people.

So, even with these two problems, can we reach the conclusion that the prophecy suggests—the one Ain and I desire?

No matter how much I pondered, I couldn't think of a suitable solution, which made me a bit afraid.

As the line gradually shortened and our carriage moved forward, I had to pull my robe down more firmly.

Anyway.

Our carriage safely entered the city.

Perhaps due to the chaotic and noisy situation, the inspection wasn't properly conducted. The guard just briefly glanced at our adventurer registration cards and immediately let the carriage through.

"Wow... the sky has brightened. It was definitely getting dark before."

"..."

Eileen muttered while blankly staring at the sky that had suddenly brightened as soon as we entered the city.

Indeed, it's a fascinating phenomenon.

A city where night never comes for 100 years, where people can't sleep and don't even feel fatigue.

Everyone who enters this city with such abnormal conditions is heading in one direction.

"Asha, that large building in the distance seems to be the gathering point."

"Yes, I can see it."

It seems there's no time to catch our breath.

Originally, in a place where fatigue isn't felt, there's no need to rest anyway.

So.

I tapped the reins to follow the procession of other carriages.

To hide my needless anxiety, I gently smoothed my robe and firmly grasped the sapphire necklace that glowed blue.

And then a quiet voice comes from the luggage compartment.

"Asha, it's okay."

"What's suddenly okay?"

"Even if we get caught, we can just grab the reward and run away!"

There's Eileen, grinning broadly and making strange encouraging movements.

"That would be a crime."

"Well, but isn't there something romantic about being wanted?"

"...you really are a strange person."

"Of course! Even if you become a criminal, I'll follow you! That's definitely romantic too!"

Eileen kept grabbing and shaking the hem of my robe.

Because of that, I couldn't help but chuckle.

Well.

Even until our carriage reached the gathering point.

Eileen's playful words and actions didn't stop.
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As I mentioned before, people can only live in places stabilized by ancient magic.

Whether it's the Empire, Kingdom, Papal State, Republic, or even the beastfolk nations.

Though the races may differ, territories inhabited by sentient beings capable of language were all like this.

The monsters that appeared in the unstabilized forests, valleys, or seas between stabilized cities posed a great threat to ordinary people.

Cities are built and nations established on large areas that have been stabilized for human habitation.

"There's a small village ahead."

"Hmm, is that so? That's fortunate. Since we're here, we can stay there for a few days before heading east again."

So.

To put it another way, there are some things that are difficult to understand with just that explanation.

"Horn."

"Why are you calling me?"

"But why is there a small village here?"

"What are you suddenly talking about...? I don't understand why you're questioning why people live where they do."

While this might seem obvious to those living in this world, it's still a scene that makes me tilt my head in confusion.

"Of course people live where they live, but I'm curious why they would stabilize such a small area to make a village."

"Hmm? I wonder if there needs to be a reason for stabilization. Hey, quack, do you know anything about this?"

"Um... w-well. We can't know the th-thoughts of ancient mages, so perhaps they created it just to alleviate their boredom... haha."

I was curious about why someone would go through the trouble of magically stabilizing an area to create a small village that couldn't even accommodate many people.

A small village sitting alone on a forest path.

That was the thought that crossed my mind when our carriage rattled along and encountered this tiny village.

Our carriage entered the small village regardless of my questions.

The village outskirts had no walls, just simple wooden fences. A middle-aged man holding farming tools who was guarding the area approached us.

"Hmm, what brings you to this small village? Are you travelers perhaps?"

With his rustic accent and the way he scratched his head, he looked every bit the country farmer. Moreover, his guard duty seemed so casual that it appeared almost meaningless.

So I spoke to the man who was peering into our carriage, though I couldn't tell if he was inspecting or just curious.

"We're not exactly tourists, but we're tired and would like to rest here for a few days."

"Heh heh, we don't really have anything like an inn here."

I wondered why there would be a village so small it didn't even have an inn.

Thinking this, I glanced at the four people sprawled in the back of the carriage before addressing him again.

"Ah... is there anywhere suitable for five people to rest for a while?"

"Well, there is a place... but would you mind sharing with other travelers who are already staying there?"

"Yes, that's fine. I'd be grateful for even that much consideration."

"Heh heh, you're a polite young man. Well then, follow me."

I followed behind as he shuffled ahead, telling us to come along.

The shabby wooden fence broke with a crack and collapsed to the ground when the corner of our carriage barely touched it.

"Ah, I'm sorry."

"Don't worry about it. I'll just get a stick later and put it back up."

The old man just laughed heartily and continued walking as if it were nothing.

The place we were guided to was a barn.

It had a musty, foul smell, but at least it was filled with straw, making it a better place to rest than the hard ground or the carriage.

And.

"Heh heh, get along well now."

As the old man had said, there were already three guests who had unpacked and were resting in the barn.

One shirtless man with blonde hair and tanned skin, and two women with equally tanned skin wearing short clothes.

This isn't some sticky, dense harem travel documentary, what's going on here?

"..."

As I stood there thinking this, they greeted us first.

"Oh, nice to meet you! We're adventurers traveling from the southern countries! Our attire might seem a bit strange, but our homeland is quite hot, so we're used to dressing like this, haha!"

"Ah... yes."

He had been lying in the straw but immediately got up when we entered, greeting us with a bright smile.

The two women lying on either side of him also smiled and waved, and I covered the eyes of the twins who were peeking out with curious "wow" sounds.

I'm sorry, but that kind of attire is rated 15+, so it's not appropriate for these two children.

"Oh! Our attire might be a bit inappropriate for children here! Please wait a moment while we put on some robes. Ollie, Charlotte, quickly get the robes out."

As I covered the children's eyes, the three travelers put on robes with apologetic expressions.

So.

Seeing this, I wondered if I might be misjudging kind people based on my own prejudices.

"Thank you. Since we've met by chance, let's introduce ourselves. I'm Ain."

"Oh, introductions are great! I'm Arum Solis. In our language, it means 'Golden Sun' – I was named that because my hair resembles the golden sun!"

"..."

I had tried to start the introductions first, but well.

Hmm.

Even his name is strange.

"We arrived yesterday and will probably stay for about three more days, so I look forward to getting along with you!"

"Th-that... um. Yes, likewise."

Despite my thoughts, I could only offer an awkward smile to the man who was grinning brightly.

No matter what, prejudice is bad.

Prejudice is...

"Woohoo~ Ollie, Charlotte! Tonight is party time!"

"Ehhh~ Wasn't yesterday a party too~?"

Ah.

Shit.

Please don't make me have prejudices.

Anyway.

Regardless of what I thought, the three people already staying in the barn as guests were kind and good people.

They acted as if we were a very welcome encounter, and when dinner time came, they took out a large barbecue grill from their carriage and lit a fire.

They brought out a huge wild boar they claimed to have recently caught and prepared, heaving it onto the grill with strained effort before flashing a grin.

In the end, unable to resist their friendliness and thoroughly defeated, I was grabbed by Golden Sun and found myself grilling meat in front of the fire while chatting.

From what I heard, they had started their journey from a warm southern country and were traveling around the world. Unlike us, they were planning to go to Tevris soon.

"Well, Tevris is a bit complicated for tourism right now."

"What?! Is there some problem?"

"Black mages have been discovered underground, so a subjugation is probably underway. It won't take too long, but if you go now, enjoying tourism might be a bit..."

"Oh my, Ollie and Charlotte were really looking forward to it. I suppose it's fortunate they haven't heard this yet since they're busy playing..."

At my words, he scratched his head with a troubled expression while turning the meat over the hot flames, causing sparks to fly with a crackling sound.

And so.

As we grilled the meat in momentary silence, I asked something I'd been curious about all along.

"If you don't mind me asking, what is your relationship with each other...?"

From my shameful prejudice, they just looked like Golden Sun and gyaru women, and I couldn't part ways without resolving this curiosity.

He answered my question with a hearty laugh.

"Ah, we're married! Actually, the three of us were childhood friends, and fortunately, unlike here, our homeland allows polygamy, so we got married and are traveling together, haha! Actually, those two are my first loves."

That's a relief.

A real relief.

I didn't quite understand what he meant by two people being his first loves, but at least I was glad my prejudice was wrong.

"I see. No wonder you all looked so good together."

"Haha, thank you! Those two really love children, you know. Perhaps soon we'll stop traveling and either return home or settle somewhere new to start a family! Since we're childhood friends, we'll always be together."

"...That sounds nice."

I nodded with a sigh of relief at the fact that they were just what they appeared to be – sweet, romantic travelers with pure intentions.

The firewood crackled as it burned.

The meat was busy browning, and the children's laughter continued to ring out.

And I thought.

Childhood friends, huh.

I did have someone I could call a childhood friend.

The bracelet that was still stubbornly tied to my arm and the bead that occasionally made a tapping sound in my pocket.

When I looked at those two items, one woman came to mind.

Asha.

Her existence crosses my mind from time to time, even as I move busily through life.

Beautiful and elegant, she would surely bow her head with adult grace now.

But when she looked at me, her smile was no different from the bright one she had as a child.

The woman in my memories wandered through my mind for a moment before disappearing with the sparks.

To put it simply.

I did miss her a little.

I thought this as I raised the corners of my mouth.
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To put it simply.

"Wow, it's so chaotic..."

The gathering point was quite a mess with people crowded everywhere.

Perhaps bringing the carriage all the way here was a bit of a mistake.

The line of people extended from the front of the building all the way to the distant square, with all sorts of adventurers and mercenaries creating a congested situation.

Though some people were trying to organize the crowd, in such a large gathering, the voices of one or two people were quickly drowned out.

Eventually, even what appeared to be vagrants in shabby clothes joined in, leaving no space for the carriage to move forward.

Of course, even amid the chaos, there were some groups maintaining order.

"Asha, I think those people over there are knights and mages."

"...Yes, they appear to be."

There were people wearing identical armor or robes, clustered together and occupying the area near the building.

They must be knights and mages, as Eileen said.

I'm certain of it, as they look similar to the ones I used to secretly observe in the Empire.

So I pulled my robe down firmly, hoping there wouldn't be any skilled individuals among them.

Since the carriage couldn't move forward anymore, we barely managed to move it to the side of the road before getting down from the driver's seat.

"Um... is it okay to leave the carriage here?"

"I've cast a spell on it, so it'll be fine."

"Magic really is... the ultimate solution."

Eileen gave a small exclamation of admiration before scurrying over to stay behind me.

And then.

As we were pushing our way through the crowd, struggling to move forward, a scream came from where we had left the carriage.

"See? The spell works perfectly."

"...Hmm, but that person is foaming at the mouth...?"

"If you covet others' belongings, you should be prepared to foam at the mouth, Eileen."

"I-Is that so?"

"Yes."

Well, stealing is wrong after all.

If someone crosses the line I've set, that level of pain is appropriate.

Thinking this, I firmly grabbed Eileen's hand as she kept glancing back, and moved forward.

"Ugh, ack...! Asha, you're too rough, argh...!"

In this busy moment, I had no time to worry about such things.

I need to solve this problem quickly and head to where Ain is.

I want to see his surprised expression when I find him.

I want to see his happy smile when I present him with what he wanted.

I want to embrace him again and finally say the words.

Ain, I missed you.

I love you.

So.

I can't afford to waste time here.

And so, Eileen and I continued pushing through the chaotic crowd toward the building.

Since it's quite difficult for a woman's body to push through such a packed path, I ignored Eileen's protests and used mana to push people aside.

People who were groaning like Eileen turned to look at me with angry faces and shouted.

"Hey, which bastard keeps pushing?!"

"That would be me."

"Oh, um... I meant to say I'll step aside without you needing to push, Mage."

"Thank you."

When I spoke with my mana fluctuating while mostly hidden by my robe, they usually smiled awkwardly and made way.

I was concerned that people creating such a chaotic scene might lack basic manners, but it seems that was an unnecessary worry.

"Hmm, there are many nice people here."

"I think... they're not so much nice as they feel they have to be nice."

"Why?"

"Well, because you give off the strong impression that something terrible will happen if they're not nice."

"Hmm."

Is that so?

Since one can't know how they appear to others, I could only tilt my head in confusion.

And so, after pushing through the crowd, we finally reached the front of the building.

Peeking ahead to see the situation, I noticed that the front area was orderly with people lining up to fill out some forms.

"Asha, it looks like they're filling out subjugation team registration forms."

"..."

Moreover, it seems that after completing the paperwork, people move to the side to demonstrate their skills.

"Asha, Asha! That person must have failed! He was swinging his sword around, but the examiner shook his head!"

"I can see better than you, so just watch quietly."

"Okay."

Unlike her, who had to jump up and down due to her short height, I could see everything clearly just by lifting my head slightly.

Anyway, as we watched what people were doing, it soon became my turn.

"First, please show your ID and fill out this form."

"Yes."

I handed over my ID and quickly scribbled on the form.

Well, just.

It contained statements that they won't be responsible if you die during the subjugation, and that rewards will be given according to your contribution to the subjugation.

"Asha, Asha. It says they won't take responsibility if you die. Isn't that illegal?"

"It's not illegal. Just be quiet and stay close to me, Eileen."

I've heard that for adventurers, subjugation requests always involve risking one's life.

"A low-rank adventurer and an E-rank mage... Are you sure you'll be okay participating in the subjugation? There's a significant risk, Adventurer."

"I'll be fine."

Even in the kobold subjugation mission I completed in the Republic, there were three adventurers who would have certainly died if I hadn't been there.

"As stated in the agreement, death is entirely your responsibility, and there will be no compensation. Please clearly acknowledge this."

"Yes, thank you. And can my companion participate even though she's not an adventurer?"

"Hmm... if she's not an adventurer, she won't be able to receive any rewards even if she participates. She doesn't meet the basic qualifications to sign the agreement. If you still need to bring her, please understand that her death would also be her own responsibility."

In truth, the value of a human life is often quite insignificant, so those without talent or strength typically accept reality and live ordinary lives.

Many people in the Empire lived that way, and even in the Republic, known for freedom and adventure, there were many such people.

So.

"Yes."

"Alright, please move to the side and wait for a simple test."

These things are completely meaningless to me.

Because I am the ashen gray that people hate and fear.

Because, despite not wanting it, I possess strength that far surpasses others.

I'm not weak enough to die in a place like this.

The "simple test" was truly simple and ended in an instant.

And the examiner shaking his head didn't actually mean failure.

Since I had to hide my power, I only cast a few weak spells before looking at the examiner.

"Hmm... at this level, you can't be on the front lines. You'll be placed in the rear of the subjugation team."

The examiner shook his head and said this, just as he had done with other inadequate adventurers.

The head shake probably meant being assigned to the rear, where one's contribution to the subjugation would inevitably be lower.

Anyway.

We were told to gather again at the brothel where the black mages' den was located in 5 hours, and then we left the square.

Back at the carriage, there were several people lying unconscious and foaming at the mouth, so I kicked them aside and got into the carriage.

"Where are we going?"

Eileen tilted her head and asked where we were going.

"We're going sightseeing as you wanted. Since we can't waste the entire day, please be satisfied with 5 hours."

Five hours seemed quite long, so I planned to let Eileen enjoy whatever she wanted during that time.

Of course.

"Gasp! Then let's quickly grab some money and go to the gambling house!"

"..."

Since I never thought the sightseeing she mentioned would involve gambling, I stared at her with a dumbfounded expression for a moment.

"Actually, a chance at striking it rich isn't just through subjugation, Asha!! How romantic is it to have your life changed with one lucky bet!"

"...Denied."

"Ah, why?! I'll only use my emergency funds. Please? I'll only use my own money...!"

"Denied. Let's pretend the sightseeing never happened."

"Aaang...! I wanted to try gambling, gambling!!"

Taking an interest in such things at such a young age is not proper.

"No."

"Oh, please! Please, I'll only play three rounds, okay? I'll really only use a tiny bit of my emergency funds...!"

In other words.

Since I should be a good person, as her guardian right now, I must prevent her from going astray.

"Not possible."

"Aaaah...!!"

For the sake of the young noble lady who's already showing signs of addiction, wanting to gamble regardless of people watching.

"Not a chance."

"Oh, come on!!"

I can certainly endure her throwing a tantrum while sprawled out.

Actually.

I just wanted to tease Eileen a bit after a long time.

I was feeling a bit uncomfortable with so many people around.

Yes.

That feels better.
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"So there's a flower that smells like rotting corpses?"

"Oh yes, there is, big bro! The villagers told me! They said the smell gets really intense when you get close. But despite that, they consider it the pride of their village!"

By the second day, Gold Sun had already started calling me "big bro."

"Hmm, where is this flower located?"

"According to the villagers, it's in a valley on the hill right next to the village. Isn't that fascinating? So, big bro, how about we go see it together later?"

He was quite the sociable person, always busy walking around with a smile on his face even when the rest of us were sprawled out resting in the barn.

He probably got this information while greeting the villagers, as he was remarkably outgoing.

"That sounds like a hassle... My body still feels stiff, and I don't feel like climbing a mountain..."

"Come on! Moving around is exactly what you need when your body feels stiff! Besides, I got some of the fruits that grow on this flower. Look, aren't they pretty?"

Gold Sun didn't seem to care that I was sprawled out on the straw as he smiled brightly and held something out to me.

And.

If I may say so, the round, bright red fruits in his hands looked just like drops of blood.

"...They look like drops of blood."

"Oh come on, you could say they look like red jewels instead!"

"Well, let's go with that then."

"So what do you think! Aren't you curious, big bro? They said if we wait a few days, we can even see the fruits forming! Apparently, they bear fruit every month! Isn't that amazing too? Haha!"

"Hmm, I'll think about it."

"The three of us are planning to go tonight, big bro!"

With that, Gold Sun wrapped his arms around the waists of the two women he called his childhood friends and left the barn.

The barn suddenly became quiet with only me and my companions remaining, and in that silence, I thought.

A flower that smells like rotting corpses and bears fruit like drops of blood every month.

A strange and bizarre flower in a small village we stopped at while heading east.

Although we came here by chance for rest, I wondered if the prophetic letter had included this in its predictions.

With that thought, I turned my head to look at my other companions.

"What do you all think?"

Everyone was sprawled out, soaked in fatigue, but I was still curious about their opinions.

"Hmm, I don't know. The world is full of strange and wonderful things, so I think this is just one of them."

"...Is that so?"

"Yeah, honestly, it's not even that unusual. It's just a flower that smells like a corpse and bears red fruit. For someone like me who's lived for several hundred years, it's not particularly interesting."

Old man Horn seemed to think for a moment before bluntly answering and then dropping his head again, quickly falling asleep and starting to snore.

Meanwhile, the children crawled over and climbed onto my legs, looking at me with bright, curious eyes.

"We're curious! Right, Tori?"

"Actually, I'm not that interested, but since Yaki is curious, I'll say I am too."

"Don't lie, Tori. I saw your eyes light up when you heard the story!"

"That must have been you, stupid."

"...Both of you just be quiet."

Of course, the two children were too busy bickering while sitting on my legs to offer any helpful input.

Still.

At least Avery, who spoke last, had something somewhat useful to say.

"I-I think it might be w-worth researching, Ain. N-new materials are always important..."

"The flower? Or the fruit?"

He seemed to be thinking deeply as he lowered his head, then nodded at me.

"A-actually, it would be good if we could get both, but since it's the pride of the village, they probably won't give us the f-flower... Even just getting some fruit to research would be worthwhile."

"Then I guess we should go take a look."

"Haha... T-then I'll come along too."

Despite appearing quite unreliable, he had the most important role among my current companions.

He was the one who stayed up alone every night developing remedies for either permanent treatment or long-term suppression of the ash-colored condition.

However.

"But if you start saying things like '20% success rate' or 'I'll succeed within three tries,' I'm really going to beat you up."

"Ah, no..."

"Just be straightforward and say the chances of success are low, you idiot. Don't get people's hopes up unnecessarily."

He had already wasted a pile of materials claiming each time that he would succeed.

Of course, I wasn't angry about using up materials, but it was infuriating how he always said to expect success this time.

"B-but this time it really might work...?"

"Hey, you bastard. You've already wasted over 100 sun pepper roots saying that. What? Do you want to die?"

"Haha... Thanks to you, I've collected good data. You're really the best at sourcing materials, Ain...!"

So.

I kicked Avery in the side as he deliberately tried to provoke me with his responses.

"Ugh... V-violence is bad..."

"You idiot, haven't you heard that the rod is medicine?"

"Ugh... T-then why don't you try beating the ash-colored condition away too..."

Wow.

Look at this guy.

You're dead today, for real.



Night falls.

The pitiful screams from the barn had already ended before evening, and now I, Avery, and the twins were following Gold Sun toward the hill.

"That was too harsh... P-people can joke around sometimes, can't they...?"

"You should have known where to draw the line."

Where did he learn to say such terrible things like suggesting I beat away the ash-colored condition to someone who's risking everything to find a cure?

"Y-you hit me first."

"And this guy still doesn't know when to shut up?"

Feeling my anger rise again, I slowly raised my fist, and Avery let out a squeak and moved away to walk at a distance from me.

As we continued our WWE-like bickering, Gold Sun and the gyaru ladies walking ahead turned to look at us and burst into laughter.

"Haha! You and your companions look so good together! You really give off the feeling of being of one heart and mind!"

"This does?"

"Well, being able to argue like that is a sign of closeness! If you were awkward with each other, you wouldn't even show such sides and would just drift apart!"

"Well... I guess that's true."

What Gold Sun said made sense, but it didn't seem like the right thing to say while watching this scene.

And.

As we were walking along thinking this.

"...The smell."

A powerful stench began to assault my nostrils, making me frown.

"Ugh, the smell..."

"No, the smell is worse than I thought... *inhale*"

Everyone climbing the hill frowned like me and then held their breath while covering their noses.

The smell was even more intense than expected.

The smell of rotting corpses is something ordinary people would never have experienced, so when it hits you suddenly, you instinctively feel disgusted.

It's different from the fishy smell of blood that people release when dying, or the foulness of excrement that leaves the body at death.

It was a stench so revolting that the excited expressions of the children turned into grimaces, so I picked up the twins.

"Both of you, cover your noses well."

"Yessir..."

They were already pinching their noses tightly, making their voices nasal, but once you've smelled such an intense stench, its lingering effect tends to stay with you.

Anyway.

We continued with frowning faces over the hill and into the valley.

"That's supposed to be a flower? At that size... isn't it more like a tree?"

I muttered this while looking at the enormous flower filling the valley.

It's too large to be simply called a flower, with a stem and petals as tall as a building reaching toward the sky.

The vibrant petals that had been hidden by the hill were each as large as a building's roof, and the stem and roots protruding from the ground were unbelievably thick.

Moreover, despite it being nighttime, the moonlight scattered upon it made the scene quite beautiful.

We stared at it blankly before all simultaneously inhaling and then frowning again.

"Wow, it really is a big and strange flower, big bro! The smell is... ugh... a bit intense though."

"Ehhh~ That's supposed to be a flower~? It's really hu—blegh. The smell is really...!"

"Wow~ It's really bi—eck."

"Hmm... I-if I can't get the petals, I'd at least like to take a small piece of the stem..."

We stood there looking at the flower for quite a long time.

Of course, we had to frown once more when we returned to the barn and realized the smell had permeated our clothes.



In other words.

It was indeed something the villagers could proudly smile about as the pride of their village.

Even the ominous feeling contained in the corpse-like smell.

It was quite a nice scene to look at, enough to wash away any uneasiness while gazing at it.

Even though that fact made me feel somewhat ominous.

We simply fell asleep again in the straw of the barn.
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To put it simply, after teasing Eileen a bit, I took her to the gambling house she was so eager to visit.

Eileen was extremely excited, rushing ahead and enjoying a few rounds of gambling.

I wasn't particularly interested in gambling, so I had planned to just watch her.

However.

"Eileen, that's enough gambling for now. We should head to the meeting point soon."

"Yes, yes, Lady Asha. Just after I finish this round!"

Eileen merely nodded at my words as if entranced, too busy enjoying her gambling.

"Eileen, you clearly said just one round."

"Did I say that? By the way, Lady Asha, could you lend me a little money? I'll win it back and repay you right away!"

"..."

She's speaking coherently, but she's acting as if she can't hear me, just blurting out her own words before focusing back on gambling.

"Eileen."

"Yes, yes! Don't worry. I just need to win this round!"

"Eileen."

"Hehe, come on, 6, give me a 6!"

Since I thought this was definitely not a normal reaction.

And since Eileen knows I'm the Ashen Witch and wouldn't dare test my patience.

*Slap*

I channeled mana into my hand and slapped Eileen's cheek with all my might as she was completely absorbed in gambling.

"Ugh...! Ah, Lady Asha...? Why, why did you suddenly slap me...? Ow, it hurts...!"

"Snap out of it."

"Um, I don't understand what you mean..."

"Do you still feel like gambling?"

"It hurts... my cheek hurts too much to know..."

Since she's not saying she wants to gamble anymore, it seems the mysterious spell has been broken.

It appears there was some magic cast on the gambling activity itself, gradually drawing people in.

I noticed it too late because I thought it was just Eileen being stubborn and immature.

So I explained to Eileen, who was looking at me tearfully, why I did what I did.

"You were under a spell that made you want to keep gambling, so I personally broke it for you."

"Ugh... thank you... But did you really have to slap me...?"

"No. Of course not. I just slapped you because I was annoyed that you ignored me, so just accept it."

"...At least hit me a little more gently next time..."

She pouts her lips as if feeling wronged.

Finding this ridiculous, I slightly raised my hand, and her lips quickly disappeared.

Indeed.

As Ain taught me before, a good beating is the remedy for most things.

Anyway.

Though we wasted some time, Eileen and I stepped into the gloomy street.

The red-light district with its artificial darkness and red lights.

The scene of scantily clad prostitutes seducing men is quite gloomy even in this situation.

Men who don't seem to be participating in the subjugation follow the temptations into the brothels, and soon lewd moans fill my ears.

There was also a strange, musty smell in the air.

Perhaps because of this, an ominous thought crept into my mind.

"...A red-light district."

Surely not, Ain.

You wouldn't have done something as absurd as playing with prostitutes in a place like this.

They say all men are weak to sexual desires, but at least Ain wouldn't be like that.

So I'll trust him.

"Ain."

I'll trust him for now.

"..."

I'll trust him because we have urgent matters to attend to, but once everything is resolved, I'll check into it.

After all, trust and faith come from solid evidence.

"Ah, Lady Asha...! The, the ash! Ash! It's leaking out!!"

"..."

I took several deep breaths at Eileen's urgent words as she grabbed the hem of my robe, and headed toward the meeting point.

When one of the scantily clad prostitutes approached me and touched my robe, bad thoughts began to surface again.

"Ash...! Please, Lady Asha!! There are so many people here!"

"Haaah..."

With Eileen looking shocked and frantically waving away the ash particles that were slowly scattering, I had to calm my emotions for now.

My lips protruded just like Eileen's had earlier, and I kept grumbling until we reached the meeting point.

And finally.

We arrived at the meeting point, but since we were a bit late, the subjugation force had already begun to enter.

*Thud*

*Boom*

With such sounds, they tore off entire walls of the large brothel.

We watched the backs of the knights and mages from the square as they pushed their way in.

They looked rather strong.

They seemed weaker than the Empire's knights and mages that I used to secretly watch when I was young. But they still appeared quite skilled.

So around us, several sighs could be heard.

"Sigh... no chance of getting even the leftovers. What's with these knights and mages coming in full force... tsk."

"They said they'd give a small amount of Dera just for participating, so I'll take that and go drink, what else can I do."

People speaking with certainty that their turn would never come.

"It's sad. The city where night never falls will finally see nightfall."

"Yeah, that's right. The title of 'tourist city' will fade after this blessing ends."

People who seem to think the subjugation of the black mages is a foregone conclusion, lamenting the coming of night.

"Hehe, I can finally escape... Finally, finally from this hellish place..."

The voice of a vagrant in shabby clothes, laughing half-insanely, reached my ears.

Moreover, Eileen must have heard it too, as she tugged at my clothes and whispered.

"Lady Asha, what about the reward we're supposed to get if this is resolved?"

Looking at the knights and mages who were breaking through with fierce momentum, she seemed to think the same as those murmuring around us.

However.

"Eileen, why do you think this will be easily resolved by their hands?"

"Huh? Well, people like them should be able to subjugate black mages in no time..."

My thoughts were a bit different.

"A hundred years is a time that humans might struggle to reach in their entire lifetime."

"Um, yes. Why do you mention that?"

"The black mages have been operating in secret down there all this time. I don't understand why people think it will be so easy to deal with a place that has become their stronghold."

"...Oh."

It's commonly said.

Mages are those who prepare.

A mage's stronghold is essentially a fortress, where you must face mysterious magic circles inscribed everywhere.

The mana and magic that have been stored and accumulated for a long time pour out endlessly, and no one dares to ignore it.

And.

For some reason, everyone was being careless, but the same applies to black mages.

Despite having time, they didn't flee and still remain hidden underground.

The black mages' complacency ended after their identity was discovered, and the fact that they still haven't come out means they've certainly made up their minds.

*Woong*

"Huh...? Ah, Lady Asha?"

"Look."

If.

If I were those black mages.

The moment those foolish and vaguely strong knights and mages, who are wasting their energy by being overly careless, enter my domain.

*Woooong*

"Ah, Lady Asha...!"

*KWAAAANG*

I would annihilate them all with magic that I had inscribed for a long time.

And just as I said, the large brothel building turned to dust in a powerful explosion.

We don't know yet if those who went down first are really dead, but at least the murmurs of people who were grumbling around us have also disappeared.

"Do you still think the same?"

"Will... will we not die...?"

"I'll protect you, so just don't leave my side."

"Yes, yes...! I'll trust only you, Lady Asha...!"

After saying that, I pushed aside some people who were starting to back away in fear and moved forward.

Around me now, instead of sighs filled with certainty, all kinds of curses can be heard.

Vagrants and weak adventurers are voicing their complaints, shouting about how they're supposed to subjugate such a thing.

The gloomy and dark mana that had been hidden for 100 years began to overflow from the underground of the breached brothel.

To be honest, I wonder if I can avoid revealing my ash-colored nature if I jump in there.

But to obtain whatever Ain wanted, I was naturally prepared to risk myself.

"Eileen, hold onto my waist."

"W-what...?"

I passed through the hesitating crowd and finally jumped into the large hole.

"KYAAAAH!!! Lady Ashaaaa...!!"

"If you let go, you'll die. Hold on tight."

Using mana to scrape against the walls to slow our descent, I headed toward the deep, dark underground.
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My breath forms a mist in the air.

The landscape, now well into winter, is desolate to say the least.

The once green leaves have mostly fallen, leaving bare branches swaying in the wind like they've cast off their clothes.

The sky, clear until just yesterday, has turned gloomy and drops tiny snowflakes.

Snow is falling.

Pure white snow accumulates on the ground, dressing the naked branches with new clothes.

It covers rooftops and fences in white, announcing once again that the seasons have changed.

I stood there, gazing up at the snow falling from the sky.

These things.

These things that often evoke memories from the past would quietly approach and make me feel melancholy.

Even someone who keeps moving forward doesn't always maintain an unwavering heart.

Having a clear goal doesn't necessarily mean your steps will continue uninterrupted.

Whenever I faced things that stirred my memories, I would space out like this.

The white snow landing on my face and shoulders was one such thing for me.

When was it?

The winter when I was fourteen, it snowed that day too.

There was a woman who, despite her maturity, built a snowman with the innocence of a child.

Back when she still spoke casually to me.

A woman who approached with a bright smile, asked if I was cold, and took my hands to warm them against her face.

Carrots and black beans to decorate the snowman.

An ugly snowman.

The memory of that ugly snowman we built together for the first time would always resurface whenever it snowed, making the woman's face ripple in my mind.

So I remember vividly.

The dingy snow mixed with ash flurries, and the woman who smiled at me and nodded amidst it all.

All of these memories become more vivid and clear when snow falls, complicating and tangling my feelings.

Did I make the wrong choice?

What if I had given up traveling and stayed in the Empire?

Could I have lived happily?

If I had just hidden my identity well and acted the same way in the same scenery, would everything have been fine?

In other words, memories don't support your back firmly but rather keep tugging at your clothes, trying to pull you back.

And then.

"Woohoo! Let's build a snowman!!"

"Wow~ Snow, snow~!"

Those complicated thoughts were soon drowned out by the voices filling the air around me.

The Golden Sun and the gals from the warm southern kingdom were rolling snow and building snowmen, seemingly unbothered by the cold.

Besides, the barn filled with only straw couldn't properly shield against winter's chill.

"Ugh... I'm a bit cold, big brother Ain."

"Wait a moment. I'll bring you a blanket."

"Okay... Ugh, I really hate winter..."

Tori slightly opened the barn door and said this to me as I stood outside. She was shivering but still hugging Yaki tightly.

So I nodded with a smile and headed toward the carriage.

Actually.

I couldn't afford to be consumed by memories now.

I trudged through the snow accumulated on the path.

Due to the situation in Tevris that I had explained, the Golden Sun and the gals were still staying with us in the barn despite their scheduled departure date having passed.

He always smiled brightly.

"Big bro! The villagers say the day to harvest the fruit is approaching. Are you going to see it?"

"...Can fruit really grow with all this snow piled up?"

Looking beyond the barn, the snow that had started falling hadn't stopped, and it was now piled high, turning everything pure white.

If it were ordinary flowers and trees, they would have dropped not just fruit but every leaf as well.

"It's amazing and mysterious precisely because it bears fruit even in these conditions! The villagers are already clearing the snow from the path to the flower!"

Apparently, the overtly mysterious and enormous flower was bearing fruit regardless of the weather.

"Hmm, when is it supposed to ripen?"

"They say around tomorrow. Ollie, Charlotte, and I are planning to go today and camp out to watch! I'm curious how the fruit ripens so quickly!"

Of course, I was curious about the sight too, just as he said.

I'd never seen a flower that bears fruit once a month, and it might even become research material.

However.

"I'll have to decline, unfortunately. It seems everyone has caught colds, so I need to take care of them."

"Ah... that's true. I was being inconsiderate, big bro."

The twins were coughing and hugging each other tightly, and even Avery, who had been looking forward to it, was running a fever and groaning among the straw.

Their fatigue must have lowered their immunity.

I had given them Avery's medicine, but since colds don't heal instantly, the three were still suffering.

Even I was occasionally coughing and clearing my throat.

My bandaged arm was still painful and cold.

At least.

Perhaps due to the dwarven race's hardiness, old man Horn had recovered after a good rest and was now clicking his tongue.

"Tsk, tsk... These fragile ones. This is why humans are no good."

"You're feeding warm porridge to the twins while saying that, which only makes you look silly, old man."

He was feeding the children porridge one spoonful at a time with a worried expression.

"What of it, you little shit."

"Such lovely language."

"What of it, you youngster."

"That's better."

Anyway, that's how it turned out.

With the sudden heavy snowfall and all my companions groaning with colds, it wasn't reasonable to go see that sight.

"So the three of you go ahead, and if you could bring back some fruit, I'd appreciate it."

"Haha! Don't worry, big bro! I'll not only bring fruit but also vividly describe what the scene was like!"

"Yes, thank you."

"Come on~ No need for thanks between us, big bro!"

Golden Sun left the barn with a bright smile, and beyond the door that closed with a thud, his rather loud voice gradually faded away.

So what exactly is our relationship?

We're just awkwardly acquainted after staying in the same barn for a few days.

"Hmm, isn't he the type who thinks sharing a single meal creates an unbreakable bond?"

"...I suppose so."

Old man Horn seemed to share my thoughts as he tilted his head before continuing to feed the children porridge.

And I had to feed porridge to Avery, who was busy groaning.

And so.

The next day when I woke up, there was a smell of rotting corpses.

"...What's this? Why is the flower's scent reaching all the way here?"

The twins and Avery were still groaning but at least asleep, while old man Horn, perhaps having smelled the rotting corpse odor like me, got up with a frown.

"What the... what kind of shitty smell is this?"

"It seems to be coming from the flower. Maybe when it bears fruit, the scent spreads far enough to reach the village."

Perhaps it spread its scent far and wide every month when bearing fruit.

Thinking this, I covered the children's noses with thin handkerchiefs, while the old man continued speaking with a deep frown.

"Huh... I didn't expect such a foul stench. It smells like a corpse that's been rotting for at least a month."

"Have you smelled month-old rotting corpses before, old man?"

"...At my age, it's harder to find things I haven't experienced, youngster."

Ah.

That was an unnecessary question.

Occasionally, my insensitive remarks would make Horn's eyes grow somber, like stepping on a landmine.

And now, Horn's eyes were beginning to sink into melancholy after his response.

So I quickly slapped the old man's cheek.

"...Have you finally gone mad?"

"Ah... sorry."

Of course, this choice wasn't the right answer either.

Old man Horn rubbed his reddened cheek for a moment, then pulled out an axe from among the straw.

"Right, as you said, establishing hierarchy is important."

"No, no...! I just did that because your eyes were getting sad, and I acted without thinking!"

The axe blade he raised gleamed as if whispering that it knew the right answer.

"You're dead, you little shit."

"Ah, you damn! Ill-tempered old geezer...!"

Horn had already shaken off all his melancholy and came charging at me with gleaming eyes, and I quickly opened the barn door and ran outside.

"Did you just call me an ill-tempered dwarf? You racist bastard, I'll kill you!!"

"Now you're deaf too, damn it!"

The sound of sword and axe clashing rings out with a clang.

Despite having lived for hundreds of years, the dwarf's petty anger is directed at me.

I keep telling him that since we're companions now, he should gradually open up about what happened in his past.

I don't understand why he never talks, making people make mistakes.

I thought this while continuing to parry each of his axe strikes.
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Thud—my feet landed on the underground floor with a slight tingling sensation.

I detached Eileen, who was dangling from my side making "hueeee..." noises, and shook my feet to get rid of the numbness.

Come to think of it, being forced to exercise for the past three years has been quite helpful.

If I were still the weak, feeble person I used to be, I would never have even considered jumping down like this.

Rini.

That crazy gym owner.

It felt strange to be benefiting from his training in a situation like this, but still.

"Get up, Eileen."

"Nueeeeh... I think I'm going to throw up..."

Taking the path of least resistance, I grabbed Eileen, who was sprawled on the floor, pulled her up, and surveyed our surroundings.

The intense explosion had completely destroyed the stairs leading underground.

Everything around us was blackened with soot, and I could see members of the subjugation team cautiously peering down from high above.

It would probably take them quite a while to reach us.

So.

"You're alive. I see you're not completely useless after all."

"Ueh...? Oh, it's knights and mages...!"

With a crackling sound, the barrier shattered, revealing the knights and mages who had survived—our only available fighting force at the moment.

I approached them with the clicking sound of my shoes echoing with each step.

Since my face was still completely wrapped in my robe, their weapons immediately pointed at me.

So I raised both hands and waved them to show I had no intention of attacking.

"I apologize, but I'm an ally, not a black mage."

"Ah, hmm. Sorry about that. The stairs are completely gone, so I figured it would take the subjugation team quite a while to get down here."

Although the knight at the front apologized as he lowered his sword, their weapons were still pointed at me.

"Your words and actions don't match."

"Still, you'll need to remove that robe for us to trust you. Black mages tend to be rather obvious, so show us your identification and take off your robe for a moment."

"..."

To be honest, I think I could take all of them down by myself.

After my rapid growth over the past few years, knights and mages of this level were no match for me.

However.

That didn't mean they wouldn't recognize my identity.

"What's wrong? If you can't remove it, we'll have no choice but to remain suspicious."

"...No. I'll do as you ask."

I bit my lip hard, took out my identification, and pulled down the hood of my robe.

Murmurs and gasps of admiration followed.

Some widened their eyes in surprise at my appearance, others blushed and turned away.

And some clicked their tongues in jealousy as they lowered their swords and staffs.

"Ohhh... Ah. Ahem... Yes. You're clearly not a black mage. I apologize for the misunderstanding. But can that woman hanging onto your robe actually fight?"

"...She can't fight, but I'll make sure she doesn't cause any problems."

"Hmm, if she gets in the way, you might have to leave her behind."

"Yes."

Of course, my multiple layers of disguise wouldn't be exposed so easily.

None of them had the skill to immediately recognize the ash-colored and raise their weapons.

However, a few of them weren't admiring my appearance but rather tilting their heads in confusion.

As if they sensed something off but couldn't quite place it, they frowned in thought.

Fortunately.

Some were distracted by Eileen, who was still making "hueeee..." noises and seemed completely out of it.

And before their suspicions could fully form, those who appeared to be in higher positions began organizing the situation.

"Now, report on casualties."

"All personnel who made it inside the defensive barrier survived, but three adventurers, five mercenaries, and one knight who couldn't make it in time have died."

So not everyone had survived after all.

"...That's painful. Additional forces won't be able to come down right away. How much mana do we have left?"

"After using defensive barrier magic to block that powerful explosion and dismantling the magic circles, we've used just over 10% of our mana."

In my opinion, using over 10% of their mana right from the start seemed like a serious problem.

"Well. That's within our expected range, so it's fine. Now, quickly reorganize the formation."

"Yes!"

They simply finished their report and swiftly reorganized their formation as if nothing was wrong.

I slowly followed behind the knights and mages who were moving ahead.

The dark, gloomy corridor.

The arched hallway built with unfamiliar bricks was lit only by small, flickering torches, so the mages used light magic to illuminate the path as they advanced.

And.

"Ahem, where are you from?"

"..."

One or two of them would occasionally sidle up next to me and try to start a conversation.

"You looked quite young earlier. Would you mind telling me your age?"

"That's rude. Please stop and go back to the front."

I noticed some knights glancing at my chest, which was prominently visible despite the robe, and smiling.

And I could hear Eileen, who was sticking close to me, whispering softly.

"Th-they're going to die..."

"Eileen, be quiet."

"Yes, ma'am."

I won't kill them for this.

If I killed people for such things, there would have been hundreds of dead men from when I worked at the grocery store.

So, to remain the good person Ain wants me to be, I won't act rashly.

However.

Those who don't understand verbal warnings need physical ones.

"Haha, quite the taciturn woman, aren't you? How about having a drink with us after this subjugation is over?"

"That's a great idea! We can show you a good time."

The hands of the two men who were leering at me and placing their hands on my shoulders were quite unpleasant.

If they hadn't dared to touch my body, I would have simply ignored them.

Even though this body is cursed, it's absolutely not one I would allow any man other than Ain to touch.

It's not permitted to those who approach with only lustful desires; it's a body that only Ain can caress.

"...Remove your hands."

"Hm? What did you say?"

"I said remove those filthy hands from my shoulder."

I drew out my mana and crushed the hands of the two men on my shoulders.

"Gaaah, AAAAARGH!!!"

"AAAAH!! Nngh... urgh...!"

Their screams echoed through the corridor.

The people ahead turned to look back, and the women who had been watching the men's advances with satisfaction now alternated between looking at me and the two men with pale faces.

"W-we're screwed! Lady Asha is speaking informally...!"

"Shut up."

"Yes, ma'am."

I didn't speak informally.

I just didn't finish my sentence.

Anyway.

The knight who seemed to be in charge stopped walking and approached to assess the situation.

"What is this... Crushing the hands of our valuable forces is quite problematic."

"I'll heal their hands, but I'd appreciate it if you could keep them from approaching me. I find it rather unpleasant when they keep trying to touch me in such a vulgar manner."

So I answered and immediately used magic to heal the two men's hands.

The two men, terrified just from having their hands crushed, kept their distance from me.

"Hmm... I can pretty much guess what happened. It's my fault for not controlling the knights, so I'll let it go this time. However, if something like this happens again, please be a little less violent."

"Yes."

Ain's words are never wrong.

Beating is the answer.

Those who don't listen to words only understand when they're beaten.

I thought this as I exhaled with satisfaction, and Eileen gave me a thumbs-up from beside me.

I can hear some of them ahead calling me a mage with a nasty personality or saying I have suspicious aspects, but what does it matter?

All I need to do is remain gentle and modest only for Ain.

And then.

As we were advancing through the quiet, long corridor.

The confrontation with the black mages finally began.

Perhaps they didn't like how the mages ahead were carefully advancing while dismantling the magic circles one by one.

Black mages began to appear one after another, blocking our path and chanting spells.

「ξολψζ」

A spell even I couldn't understand.

A dark, ominously undulating mass of mana began to consume the corridor.

"Prepare yourselves! Mages, get ready!"

The long corridor turned completely black, making it feel as if we had entered the intestines of some living creature, with everything pulsating.

Eileen, terrified, was busy clinging to my waist and whimpering.

"A-Asha!"

"Don't let go of me. If you separate from me, I won't be able to save you."

I wielded my mana to create multiple layers of protective barriers around Eileen and myself.

The place that could no longer be properly called a corridor had completely transformed.

The black mages continued to chant spells with maniacal laughter, while our mages unleashed all kinds of spells at them.

The magic was quite powerful, creating cracks in their barriers with a "boom" sound, but mana flowed out from various parts of the undulating corridor to rebuild the barriers.

The knights drew their swords and charged.

They say bodies trained for a lifetime transcend human limits, don't they?

True to those words, the knights flew forward in an instant, reaching the black mages and swinging their swords imbued with what they called "aura."

With a crackling sound, more cracks appeared in the barrier, and the mages' magic, targeting those openings, completely shattered the barrier.

Although we were still at the entrance of the ruins, the black mages' necks were swiftly severed, falling with a thud and spilling blood.

That was something only those who had worked together for a long time could achieve.

However, the expressions of those who had just solved the immediate problem weren't particularly bright.

Behind the fallen black mages, new ones were gathering.

The knights and mages, who had seemed relieved for a moment, were now looking increasingly serious.

Didn't they say earlier that using over 10% of their mana was within expectations?

Yet the machinations of black mages accumulated over 100 years were only just beginning.

So.

I swallowed these thoughts and continued to ponder.

I calculated.

I measured and predicted.

How much would it cost to solve the problems here?

Could I obtain what I wanted and leave without revealing my identity?

And if my identity were to be exposed, what should I do?

I had to keep searching for and thinking about these methods.
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A day was passing by.

The sun that had risen from the east occasionally peeked through the large clouds pouring snow, and now hung over the western ridge.

Snow continued to fall.

White snow fell from the sky that would quickly darken without giving time to appreciate the winter sunset.

And then.

"The twins and Avery are still groaning, kid."

"They certainly look that way. Well... I'll go by myself, so please watch the barn, old man."

I said this while getting dressed properly and loosening my body, which had grown stiff from the cold.

"Will you be alright? That arm of yours still doesn't seem to work properly."

"Well... if nothing happens, I should be fine. Besides, I can't just leave behind those guys who can't even regain consciousness."

As Horn's uncharacteristic concern suggested, I still couldn't use my arm properly.

New flesh was growing beneath the tightly wrapped bandages, but they kept getting soaked with discharge, so I had to change them several times.

Of course, even fighting with a damaged arm would be better than during my days as a mere novice adventurer.

I could beat my past self—the one who only built muscles in the gym—even while slapping both cheeks thirty times and dancing a tap dance with enthusiasm.

"What nonsense are you talking about? You're going precisely because you think something's wrong."

"Ah, if you've been put in your place, just shut up, old man."

I snapped back at the constantly grumbling old man and opened the door.

A cold gust of wind rushed in.

"What the... Hey, you damned human, do you dare spout such nonsense after all the slack I've cut you?!"

"No, it's true. Besides, I went easy on you despite my injured arm. You even got a medal on your eyelid, so."

To explain, the old man had a dark blue bruise on his eyelid.

"A human who doesn't know how to respect elders."

"An old man who doesn't act his age."

I continued to retort to Horn's words until I went out the door, and all sorts of curses could be heard from inside after it closed with a thud.

I may not know about respecting the elderly, but I'm always ready to attack them.

Anyway.

The reason I was heading outside despite the pouring snow was because the Mr. Golden Sun and the gal ladies still hadn't returned to the barn even after all this time.

They didn't say they'd return quickly, but they probably didn't mean they'd camp out until evening and come back either.

I had been resting in the barn, thinking they would return around afternoon, but all that knocked on the door was the smell of rotting corpses, which made me feel uneasy.

So.

With a sword at my waist and some useful disposable magic tools in my pocket, I was heading toward the village.

Things like explosion magic-inscribed stones or defensive magic-inscribed kits that even non-mages could use, which I couldn't carry when entering Tevris's fortune-telling shop because they searched people's bodies.

I'm being completely honest when I say these are ridiculously expensive adventurer essentials.

In reality, if you just look at their form, they're no different from roadside stones or small marbles that children play with.

It felt quite unfair that they charged such high prices just for magic inscriptions.

"..."

So as I rummaged through these items in my pocket, I couldn't help but think:

This is why science can't develop and remains stuck in that corner.

When a simple stone with explosion magic inscribed on it instantly becomes a grenade, who would pay attention to a modest mechanical device created by several low-level scientists grinding away at each other?

While a mage creates useful tools by inscribing magic, all those mechanical devices can do is cut branches or thresh grain.

Even then, considering the labor and materials that go into them, it makes you wonder why anyone would bother developing science when you can just employ mages to create disposable magic items more quickly and easily, with no consumption other than mana.

So.

"Industrial revolution... Only the scientists' industrial revolution can save this world."

I wish the great scientists who led Great Britain in the 18th century would reincarnate here and overturn the entirety of human civilization.

Damn it.

I can't understand why we still have to ride in carriages in a world where magic exists.

Those corrupt mages.

Someday, I'll teach them a lesson with revolutionary thinking that burns red.

This is totally Bolshevik.

So I headed toward the village, thinking that my next companion should definitely be a scientist.

And.

After crossing over the shabby and flimsy fence into the village, I found only elderly people and housewives inside.

"Hmm? Aren't you that adventurer lad resting in the barn? What brings you to the village?"

One of the elderly men approached me as I was looking around and spoke to me.

The white-haired old man who came toward me, tapping the ground with his cane, wore a rather benevolent smile.

A smile that made him seem like someone who knew nothing, just a genuinely kind person.

"...It's nothing special, but the friendly gentleman and the two ladies who were staying in the barn with me haven't returned yet."

"Ah... I think they're still not done harvesting the fruits. Can't you still faintly smell the flower's scent? That must be why."

The old man immediately nodded and answered my question.

"Hmm, does harvesting fruits take that long?"

"Well, that's how it is. If you've seen the flower directly, you'd know it's an enormously large flower. Still, it usually finishes before midnight."

As he said, the flower was larger than most trees, so even if it happened once a month, harvesting all the fruits from such a flower could take quite a long time.

However.

"Then could I go see it now?"

"...Now?"

"Yes, since it's come to this, I'd like to see the fruit harvesting too."

The mixture of a benevolent smile, peaceful scenery, and the smell of rotting corpses makes one feel unnecessarily ominous.

It makes me reconsider the reason for the existence of this tiny village, something I'd been pondering since entering.

"Hmm... Well. If you want to see it, go quickly. There's still... barely enough time left."

"Thank you, sir."

"Don't mention it. We're more grateful."

The old man's retreating figure, leaning on his cane, was quite robust despite his wrinkled skin.

Despite his age, his eyes weren't cloudy but still shone clearly, and his pronunciation was quite accurate when it should have been slurred due to missing teeth and weakened gums.

So.

If you watched carefully, you could tell that his gait didn't actually rely on the cane.

The wooden cane that the old man tapped on the ground wasn't really serving its purpose even as his figure disappeared from view.

The smell of rotting corpses intensified as I climbed the hill.

The pungent odor of decay, stronger than the previous night, was so thick and sticky that it made me wonder if corpses were actually decomposing nearby.

I had to climb the mountain, retching several times, until I reached the ridge where the flower was visible.

And.

I could see the still enormous flower and villagers surrounding it, picking fruits with long poles.

Looking down from a distance, it seemed like an ordinary harvesting process, making me think my concerns were unnecessary, so I headed in that direction while firmly covering my nose.

The stench intensifies as I approach.

Strangely, the flower bud hasn't withered and remains in full bloom, its vibrant petals swaying slightly with the wind.

Moreover, the bright red fruits they were harvesting clung disgustingly close together, wrapping around the long, thick stem.

The villagers were busy concentrating on picking the fruits, and only a few people who were resting noticed my approach from behind and turned their heads.

"Hmm, aren't you the young man from the barn? What brings you here suddenly?"

"I heard today was harvesting day, so I came to take a look."

Next to the resting villagers were piles of harvested fruits.

The eerie fruits that I had repeatedly thought looked like drops of blood—round and bright red—were divided into several baskets.

"Haha, it is quite a sight to see."

"But, perhaps..."

"Yes, do you have something to say?"

Yet the stem was still full of fruits, and they were busy knocking them down with long poles.

"Have you seen the three people who came to watch before me?"

"Ah, those three?"

"They said they would watch while camping overnight and return, but they haven't come back yet."

The enormous flower and bright red fruits.

Baskets full of fruits and villagers.

That was all I could see.

Among the many people, I couldn't hear the boisterous and bright laughter that had become familiar to me.

He was certainly not the type of person who would be easily hidden, even among many people.
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The long corridor of the ancient ruins has transformed into something resembling the intestines of a living creature, and it continues to undulate as if welcoming us, never returning to its original state.

Time continued to pass as we descended underground.

The floor was damp and sticky, even squishy, causing our pace to gradually slow down.

"I-I'm sorry. The corridor's shape has changed, making it difficult to locate traces of magic circles... We have no choice but to dismantle them after they're activated..."

"Hmm... I understand. Then we'll need to proceed while maintaining our defensive barriers."

The process of finding and dismantling magic circles in what might have been an ordinary corridor has been rendered useless by this bizarre phenomenon.

Strictly speaking, this subjugation mission is a failure.

They will collapse before reaching the deepest part.

They will surely crumble before reaching the end, unable to withstand the traps of magic circles and the continuous magical attacks from the black mages.

However.

"Commander, I think we should retreat for now..."

"Are you speaking nonsense? If we retreat at the very entrance like this, who will take responsibility for the dishonor to our Knight Order and Mage Order?"

"B-but..."

"Who will take responsibility for the disgrace of being defeated by black mages?!"

"..."

Humans are quite foolish and stupid creatures.

They stubbornly persist in impossible endeavors for the sake of higher honor and greater wealth.

Though nothing is more important than life, their inner greed, disguised as honor and wealth, places their lives on a thin, precarious line.

So I chimed in to support the words of one less foolish mage.

"It seems wiser to retreat, regroup, and then descend again."

I hoped people wouldn't die because of the stubbornness of an incompetent superior who was determined to die a dog's death.

Of course, my words were insufficient to break his stubbornness.

The leader, called the Commander, approached me with an angry expression and looked down at me.

"Who are you to speak up?"

"Since it's written that there's no rank or position among subjugation team members, this is advice as a member of the team."

"Even if there's no rank within the subjugation team itself, don't you know the extreme difference between a Knight Order Commander and a mere adventurer? A mere adventurer should keep quiet and just follow along."

His growling demeanor is quite amusing, like a wild beast wary of another animal coveting what's his.

Blinded by greed, he doesn't even notice the cold blade right in front of his neck.

So I shook my head and continued speaking.

"Everyone will die at this rate. You and all your subordinates."

"... Let me give you some advice too. Don't get cocky just because you broke the hands of two low-ranking knights."

Unfortunately, the large man who was the Knight Commander glared at me once more before returning to the front.

"We advance. Mages, report your remaining mana regularly, and knights, don't hide your injuries."

The subjugation team continues to move forward like that.

The black mages appear in small groups like ants, shooting ominous mana clusters before disappearing, repeating this pattern.

The mages, knights, and several mercenaries and adventurers who entered their territory began to be slowly worn down, like beasts being hunted by hunters.

Eileen watches this scene and tugs at my clothes.

"Asha... Are we really going to be okay...?"

"..."

I brought her along because she wanted to come, but her constant anxiety is somewhat annoying.

Smack-

"Ack! Why did you suddenly hit my head...!"

"Eileen."

"Ugh, y-yes...?"

"I don't understand why you keep asking when I've told you multiple times that we'll be fine. We will be fine, us."

Only they are getting into increasingly serious trouble; we can return safely even if we end up rolling around.

At least our lives—mine and Eileen's—will be in no danger.

So.

I just continue to worry.

The backs of those people whose expressions are already beginning to show fear.

The corridor that continues to undulate, activating magic circles and becoming increasingly gloomy.

I had to consider what choice I should make when faced with such a situation.

"..."

If Ain had been beside me, would he have told me the right answer?

He who always solved all the problems I faced would surely have been confident even in this situation.

With such thoughts, I followed behind those who were hurriedly moving forward.

The right choice.

That's too difficult for ashen me, rotten to the core.

Fortunately, I suppose.

Despite advancing deeper into the strange landscape that was writhing and squishy, there were no particular problems.

"Ha, these black mages are nothing after all."

The black mages continued their nibbling attacks but sometimes fell victim to our counterattacks, and most of the magic circles activated similar attacks that everyone easily blocked.

"This pattern is becoming familiar, so things are looking better, Commander!"

"See? If we had retreated hastily, we would have only earned dishonor."

The Commander says this while glancing at his subordinate who had suggested retreat, as well as at me, then continues forward with an air of confidence.

He seems to have been so displeased by my one piece of advice that he even clicked his tongue when I looked at him stoically.

So Eileen looked back and forth between me and the Commander before speaking.

"Asha... can't we kill him?"

"I don't know how many times I have to tell you to stop worrying—I don't kill people over things like this, Eileen."

No matter how much various books and newspapers portray the Ash-colored Witch as a disaster, we've been traveling together for quite some time now.

And.

"No, no. I was just asking if we could just kill him. That contemptible human—can't we just strike his head with lightning?"

"..."

"How about a lightning bolt to his crown when black mage magic is flying around, Asha?"

Finding out that she wasn't asking me not to kill people but rather to kill someone, I pondered Eileen's words for a moment.

Hmm.

Umm.

Sigh.

"... No, we can't."

"Tch... You're unnecessarily kind."

"Yes, as you say, I need to be unnecessarily kind, so we can't."

Of course, it's out of the question.

Although I was tempted because the person who should be restraining me was actually encouraging me, I need to be a good person.

Harming someone over such childish matters is unacceptable.

Besides, unlike the confident Commander, I was beginning to sense something strange.

I'm not sure if their bloodless conquest this deep into the dungeon is possible solely through their own strength.

Well.

The attacks and defenses that were quite intense from the entrance seem suspiciously weak even after we've come this far, which doesn't make sense to me.

One hundred years.

The knights and mages ahead have already let their guard down and are mistaken, but the black mages haven't wasted all that time.

What did they gain from the phenomenon where night never comes, fatigue is never felt, and dreams are never dreamed?

All magic has clear cause and effect, so there must be consequences from such phenomena.

In fact, shortened lifespans are merely trivial.

The fact that one cannot escape after ten days is also hardly a necessary byproduct to be considered a result.

So.

- "Hey! This must be the way! The black mages are all dead! Hurry up!!"

- "Damn it! At first I thought our lives were screwed, but it turns out it's our reward that's screwed!"

From behind, the murmurs of the second team that finally descended underground begin to be heard.

"Hmm, now that more of the subjugation team has finally come down, all that's left is to finish off the black mages. Isn't that right, you adventurer nobody who wanted to retreat?"

The Knight Commander with his petty grudge is still glaring at me even in this situation.

So it's a perfect moment.

If one had the ability, this would be a great opportunity to kill everyone who has entered the den at once.

And the thoughts of those whose insides have rotted must inevitably be the same.

As I begin to sense something starting with a humming sound.

I muttered quietly.

"... Idiots."

"Asha?"

At least those who can handle mana should.

Woooong-

Be able to hear such an ominous sound resonating from all directions.

"Eileen, don't get separated from me. It's coming."

"Y-yes...? What's coming...?"

"A wave."

Mana as dirty and dark as sewage is surging like a massive wave from all the maze-like corridors.

I bit my lip and scattered my mana.

"Beyond the fence that cannot be dared to cross."

"A wall that blocks the wind."

"Warm heat."

"I am..."

"A-Asha...!! It's coming, it's coming!!"

Ah.

I was a bit late.

We are engulfed by the sewage-like mana that rises from all directions with a whooshing sound.

The stench and waves filling the corridor swallow us in an instant.

After calling them idiots.

In truth, I who was swept away with them was also an idiot.
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Adventurer, or traveler.

The resonance of those words always lingered long within people.

Because they were those who advanced toward the unknown, pushing forward to pioneer new paths.

Each of them had their own precious dreams.

Wealth, fame, love, or something else entirely.

Small or large, each person had their own wishes.

Someone might have hoped to visit the vast forest where Elves lived, while another might have wanted a legendary sword crafted by Dwarves.

The two children following behind me dreamed of eliminating war, while the frail man awkwardly pretending to be a doctor dreamed of curing all diseases.

A certain noble lady dreamed of happiness for commoners, and the solitary old Dwarf perhaps dreamed for the sake of his tribe's wishes.

I too had a dream.

I moved forward with a particularly vague and utterly impossible dream.

I simply wanted to save an ash-colored woman I knew in my childhood.

For that modest dream, I took one step forward, and looking ahead, the destination was nowhere in sight.

For me, saving just one woman was no different from changing the entire world.

Before I knew it, that's what adventure and travel had come to mean to me.



And.

Regardless of size, all adventurers and travelers must step into danger for the sake of their dreams.

That's what it means to advance into the unknown. Only those willing to risk the dangers of the unknown are called adventurers or travelers.

Even if it pushes them toward death, they take one more step, and then another, for what they desire.

Many have died with a simple gasp, ending their stories without reaching their dreams.

Simply.

Everyone moves forward hoping they won't become the protagonist of a sad ending.















"Where are the three people?" I asked, and the middle-aged villager answered with a chuckle.

"Hehe, those three should be right up ahead."

"I'm telling you, I can't see three people anywhere, sir."

I raised my hand pointing toward the flower, but if my eyes weren't deceiving me, I couldn't see the three people with their distinctive clothing.

However, the villager who was speaking to me scratched his head as if frustrated and walked toward the flower.

"Hmm, they must be close to the flower and hard to see. Come over here. How can someone so young have such poor eyesight..."

After waving his hand at me, he walked ahead with his back perfectly straight.

Despite working since morning picking fruit, he never once rubbed his back and moved forward with the same unhurried steps as always.

It was the same with the old man I'd met in the village, and with all the villagers picking fruit here.

I passed by the villagers who kept glancing at me as I approached the flower, but still couldn't see the three people.

"Sir, I'm sorry but I still don't see the three people..."

"My goodness, I didn't realize your eyesight was that bad. Look carefully. The three people are right there."

The man turned to look at me with the same carefree expression, then raised his hand again to slowly point at the flower.


And.

Thud-

Just as my body got close enough to the flower, someone behind me pushed me hard.

I didn't fall from just that, but they pushed me as if I needed to touch the flower.

"..."

"See? They're right there."

Finally, as I approached the flower, I could see the three people the villager had mentioned.

I had still been hopeful.

The villagers' words and actions, expressions and gestures were so ordinary and relaxed that I had the silly thought they might be playing a prank along with the three people.

I entertained such delusions until I confirmed with my own eyes that the three people's forms were faintly wavering inside the stem.

"...Are they alive?"

Since I could only see their wavering forms but not clearly, it was hard to tell if they were alive or dead.

"Hehe, we're not sure either. Wouldn't it be faster if you asked them yourself?"

"..., Sigh."

Without needing to turn around to look at the villagers, I felt roots wriggling and grabbing my ankles and wrists.

So, as the villager suggested, perhaps it would be faster for me to go in there and ask if they were alive.

After all, the roots gripping my ankles and wrists were slowly pulling me toward the stem.



In other words.

The corpse-rotting smell emitted by the flower was truly the stench of decomposing creatures it had eaten and digested.

I had thought it was just like a Rafflesia that smelled like a corpse, but in reality, it was a Nepenthes that even devoured humans.

"At first, it was the villagers."

"..."

As the roots gripped my legs more firmly, pulling my body closer to the stem, an indifferent voice came from behind.

"When I was young, we had a custom of selecting one or two useless people from the village as sacrifices. Sadly, the village elders and those with physical disabilities were often the first to become offerings."

"You talk about being sad after killing innocent people."

"Well... that's just how humans are. We only care about ourselves and those close to us."

As I listened, strength gradually drained from where I was being held.

"There's a story that very long ago, animal sacrifices were enough, but at least by the time my life began, that wasn't the case."

"..."

A flower that steals the life force of living beings.

The blood-red, round fruits that form from it.

"Then I thought: why must it be us? If strangers sacrificed just a little, couldn't everyone be happy? After all, adventurers are said to risk death as they journey forward, so they must be prepared for it."

"..., You crazy bastards."

"Hehe, cursing won't change anything. We simply didn't want to die."

The villagers called this flower the village's treasure, and they eat the fruit that ripens every month.

Perhaps because of that, none of the villagers showed any signs of illness or weakness.

"But we couldn't break the long-standing tradition passed down to all villagers. So we thought: if someone must be sacrificed to the flower, it doesn't necessarily have to be us."

"..."

Those who had consumed the life-force fruit made from sacrificed adventurers and travelers for so long couldn't see such things.

And as I continued that train of thought.

In the distance, I saw figures rushing down from the hill.

A Dwarf carrying a blood-stained hammer, two children and a man in a white coat running with vials in hand.

The villagers were all looking at me and the flower, so they hadn't noticed yet.

"In fact, for adventurers who could die anywhere at any time, isn't dying here not so bad? We simply send away those who seem too strong to sacrifice to the flower."

"..., This is ridiculous."

He was even being considerate enough to indirectly say I looked weak.

What an asshole.

"So you might as well accept your fate now."

"Go where, you son of a bitch."

"Hehe, they say people with foul mouths are usually weak. You must be very weak indeed."

Well, I should give him a generous gift to express my gratitude.

With that thought, I rummaged through my pockets and pulled out several stones.

One-time explosive runes that I'd been saving because each one cost more than a month's salary at a grocery store.

Clutching the explosive runes worth about as much as the retirement money I got from old man Rendo, I muttered while looking at the flower stem that was salivating to devour me.

"Yeah, yeah, you dick-shaped flower. Eat up and grow big."

I take back what I said about it being beautiful at night.

Looking again, it's not like a fairy but just shaped like a dick.

With its long pillar and fancy glans, it's a manly dick.

"Hmm? What are you doing..."

"What do you think I'm doing, asshole? I'm feeding the flower so it grows well."

With that thought, I thrust my fist into the stem instead, planted several stones inside the mushy interior, and quickly pulled my hand out.

Even in that brief moment my hand was inside, my life force was severely drained, making my hand tremble as I withdrew it.

"That, that bastard...!"

I raised my middle finger at them with that hand, then drew my sword to cut the roots constricting my feet.

However, the roots were quite tough, and swinging my sword with a hand bound by roots wasn't cutting through effectively.

Unlike the surprisingly soft stem, the tough roots couldn't be easily cut with a sword that couldn't deliver proper force.

After swinging my sword several times, the villagers glared at me and rushed forward with farming tools like hoes and rakes.

"Kill him! It's a shame to waste him as a sacrifice, but this damn bastard needs to die!"

Look at how they're talking.

Anyone watching would think I was the criminal.

I thought this while watching them charge at me, then shouted loudly to my companions who had approached nearby.

"Horn!!"

"Coming! Hammer incoming!!"

With a thud, one villager's head completely disappeared.

Brain matter and blood splattered onto the other villagers, instantly creating chaos.

The confusion intensified as Avery, who had apparently followed while still groaning, and the children threw vials that burst with a pop.

Of course, some villagers still charged at me with rage-filled eyes, but I had no time to worry about them as I urgently had to crouch down.

Because.

BOOM-

I had been counting down the explosion time in my head, and if I got caught in the blast, I would die too.

The thick stem behind me exploded with a thunderous sound, spewing gooey fluid everywhere.

The villagers rushing toward me couldn't avoid the explosion and disappeared without even screaming, leaving only their ankles behind.

After cutting the tough roots several times, I finally freed myself and caught the three forms flowing out from inside the stem.

"Aaaah...! Please help... ugh."

Horn drew the villagers' attention by swinging his hammer.

The villagers who had rushed at me were all killed in one explosion, and the giant flower, with half its stem base blown away, swayed as if about to collapse.

However, my mind was completely focused elsewhere.

Though I'd said we'd only stayed together in a barn for a few days.

All three were too light to be adult bodies.

Even with my strength drained from having my life force sucked out, I had no problem carrying all three and running.

I rushed to where Avery was and carefully set them down.

"...Avery, they're all alive, right?"

"Just a moment. I'll check."

Though he had been groaning the whole time and had just gotten up, probably not fully understanding the situation, he examined the three people I had set down with a serious expression.

They were half mummified.

Golden Sun's once firm muscles had completely disappeared, leaving him emaciated, and both women were also skeletal.

Avery carefully examined the three, then took out medicine from his pocket and poured it into their mouths.

"They're breathing faintly, so I've given them recovery and nutritional medicine. But, um... honestly, I don't think they'll regain consciousness."

"..."

I could tell just by looking at their mummy-like appearance.

There were no priests who could handle divine power here, much less modern medical techniques.

Asking if humans in that state could be saved was more ridiculous.


However.

If they had talked about being childhood friends, first loves, and living happily together as three.

If they had laughed heartily while saying they loved children and would soon build a proper family to stay together.

At the very least, as a courtesy to the person who saved them, they should open their eyes to make it worthwhile.

You damn Golden Sun and gals.


With that thought, I kept feeding them handfuls of the bright red fruit.

Behind me, I could hear the villagers' screams and Horn's shouts, but I was focused on squeezing juice from the fruit into the mouths of the three who could barely eat and kept throwing up.







How much time had passed?

I left the task of feeding them fruit to Avery and the two children, while I helped Horn finish the remaining work.

With a thunderous crash, the giant flower's stem collapsed.

The sword was useless, so I had to plant several more expensive bombs to cut through the entire stem.

Beneath the sight of the stem continuously oozing fluid were only corpses killed by Horn's hammer and my sword.

With all the healthy men dead and the village's prized flower collapsed, the small village was left with only.

Old people, women, and children who had lost the will to resist.

Ironically, only their sorrow remained.

Only the resentful gazes of those who had lived by sacrificing others remained.

"..., It's like we've become the villains."

"If they lived by killing others, they should have been prepared for the possibility of dying themselves."

Horn clicked his tongue bitterly, and I answered calmly as I looked on.


People say adventurers and travelers always advance prepared for death.

But that doesn't mean their deaths aren't sorrowful.

The lives of those pursuing their dreams weren't worth less than others'.

Perhaps because they were prepared for death, their lives were even more valuable.

So, no adventurer or traveler would want to meet their end as food for a man-eating flower.


With these thoughts, I turned and entered the barn.

Inside the barn lay the three people, looking considerably better than before, though they still hadn't opened their eyes.

In fact, we had stayed for several more days without leaving.

The three looked like they could die with the slightest mistake.

We abandoned the idea of loading them onto a rattling cart to take them to another city, and instead had to nurse them while they lay on straw.

"Avery, how are they doing?"

"Well... their physical condition continues to improve, but they still haven't opened their eyes. The good news is that they're recovering quickly, probably because we've been feeding them the fruit as you suggested..."

"I see. Is it still too risky to put them in a cart?"

"Hmm... in my opinion, they should be stable enough now..."

It was fortunate that they had recovered enough in just a few days to be transported by cart.

With that thought, I clicked my tongue like Horn and said:

"Then load them into the cart they came in. Horn will drive our cart, and I'll drive theirs to another city."

"Ah, let's do that...!"

It was time to leave.

Actually, it was long past time to leave, but now we really needed to depart from this village.

It was a place I didn't even want to look at anymore.







The cart moved forward with a rattle.

Of course, we took the baskets full of those bright red fruits.

We also gathered plenty of the fallen flower's petals, fluid, stem, and roots as research materials for Avery.

In a way, we gained a lot from the place we had stopped to rest.

Avery said we had obtained quite promising materials for research.

So any uncomfortable feelings.

Like the sight of the three unconscious people in the rattling cart and the resentful eyes of those who stared at us until we left.

Those things really had nothing to do with us.

We just needed to shake off our discomfort and focus on our original purpose.


Of course.

Despite thinking this, the unsettling and uncomfortable feelings didn't disappear.

So as I drove the rattling cart forward, I quietly muttered:

"This really feels disgusting."

It felt like the smell of rotting corpses was still embedded in my clothes.

I was thinking that when we reached the city, I would need to shower for a long time and do laundry to wash away all this filth.

So.

In other words, if a weak voice hadn't come from behind, I probably would have continued thinking that way.

"Haha... brother. What's making you feel so disgusted...?"

"..., You."

"Thank... you. I'm alive thanks to you, brother, haha..."

If there hadn't been a man who insisted on calling me brother while laughing despite his weak voice, I would have continued driving the cart with my uncomfortable feelings.

"You, you son of a..."

"Ah... all three of us... are alive, which is fortunate..."

"You idiot, don't you know that if you're weak, you need to live more carefully?"

However, it was inevitable that those feelings would come out as harsh words.

"Heh, are you finally speaking informally to me...? Haha... ugh. I'm sorry... it's hard to... speak more."

Only after hearing that familiar and noisy voice did my tension finally release.

With a sigh of relief, my stiff back finally relaxed against the driver's seat.





The small village grew more distant.

What remained was the collapsed giant flower and the villagers' corpses.

The survivors who had looked at us with resentful eyes, and the three people who would now live with permanent disabilities.

And.

The bright red, round fruits that looked like drops of blood.







********







A small village and a strange flower.

A large flower that emitted the smell of rotting corpses, yet bore sweet fruit.

Originally, that flower was not one that devoured humans.

Ananta, a flower that absorbed the life force of other creatures and bore fruit containing that life force.

It was an ancient experimental plant, long forgotten.

The ancient experimental plant, which initially ate tiny insects, evolved over decades, centuries, and even longer.

From insects to small animals, from small animals to decent-sized wild beasts, through Imper, and finally to humans.

It grew by finding prey with the most abundant life force, eventually becoming what it is now.



You asked about the reason for the small village's existence?

Yes, even small things certainly have a reason for existing.

Though the villagers eventually forgot the original purpose, this small village exists as a food storage.

Food needed for the growth of the ancient plant Ananta.

A village created by the cruel ideas of some ancient people who could see the future through prophecies.

That's how the village's original inhabitants began.

Brainwashed by ancient magic so thoroughly they couldn't even think of escaping, yet survival instinct is quite persistent.

With their intense desire not to die, the villagers found a loophole and pushed travelers in instead of themselves.



This is.

Ain, the answer to your question about the small village's purpose.

And why they had to do what they did.
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When was I happiest?

What scenery felt like a dream to me?

Was it when Ain first gave me his old clothes?

Or perhaps when he beat up the children who were bullying me and chased them away?

Or maybe when he blocked the Hero's greatsword to protect me, or when he saved me from writhing in pain and gave me a new home?

Or could it be something else entirely?

The truth is...

None of those beautiful, poignant memories can be called my happiest day.

I didn't even need to ponder such a question.

Naturally, each of those scenes remains vivid and precious in my memory, but they weren't enough to be called my happiest day.

That's because my happiest day hasn't been created yet.

I've always dreamed.

My happiest day will surely be when I'm no longer ash-colored and can live happily with Ain.

Though it seemed impossible, that was all I ever dreamed of and wished for.

Marrying the person I love, sharing affection with the one I adore, carrying a child, and finally building a family together.

To some, this might seem like an ordinary scene.

But for me, who was abandoned by my mother at birth, building a family with Ain and living happily together has always been my biggest, most cherished dream.

I was certain that would be my happiest day.

And now...

The scene before my eyes...

"Asha, come quickly and look at Eleanor."

"..."

It presented me with everything I had dreamed of.

"Asha, is something wrong? Why did your expression suddenly change?"

"...It's nothing."

I immediately realized this was the work of dark mages, an illusion that could never be reality.

"Hmm, you don't look fine at all."

"Really, it's nothing... Ah."

My body trembled as Ain approached and embraced me tightly just from seeing my expression.

"If you're feeling down, why don't we leave Eleanor with her grandmother and go out together, just the two of us? It's been a while."

"...Yes. I'd like that, Ain."

"Great, let's get ready and go then."

Even though I knew this was just an illusion meant to break me...

I smiled brightly at him as he smiled at me.

My heart pounded loudly, but I deliberately ignored it and took his hand.

In the streets of the Empire.

I walked slowly with Ain, dressed in ordinary clothes, holding hands tightly and looking around.

"Asha, what do you think of this?"

"Hmm, it doesn't look particularly pretty to me."

He held up a headband from a street vendor and asked my opinion, and I tilted my head.

"Hmm, your taste is still strange."

"..."

As Ain tilted his head and said such unkind words, I poked him in the side.

"Ow! I'm joking, just joking...!"

"That's a terrible joke, Ain."

Like an ordinary couple, we joked and laughed over something as simple as a headband, our bodies intertwining and pressing against each other.

An ordinary couple.

*Thump*

"Asha, look at this too."

"...Just a moment."

*Thump*

I was with him like an ordinary couple.

Eventually, we found ourselves in a familiar market street.

I could see the familiar faces of the market vendors.

"Oh my! Out on a date after so long, Ain?"

"Haha, it's been a while, sir. Asha was looking glum, so I brought her out."

As always, they greeted us and smiled kindly, offering us things.

"Hohoho... Here! Since you look so good together, take this as a gift! Eat up!"

"Ah. Thank you, sir. We'll enjoy it."

"Of course! Come as customers next time!"

These warm-hearted people would give us all sorts of snacks and ask how we were doing just by greeting them as we passed by.

Sweet candy.

Salty grilled squid.

Tea with a warm, subtle fragrance.

With arms full of these gifts, I munched on what Ain handed to me.

"Is it good?"

"Yes, it's delicious. I've actually been craving this."

This one is sweet, and that one is salty.

The warm tea is nice, and the cold drinks are delicious too.

For some reason my stomach felt queasy, but I was quite happy to be eating these snacks after so long.

"You should have said something. I could have bought them for you."

"I wanted to eat them while walking around with you, Ain."

Of course, the fact that I could be with Ain made the momentary queasiness disappear, and I continued to taste everything he handed me.

And our footsteps always led to the same place.

There was a place we always went when we entered the market street.

"It's worn down."

"It certainly is worn down."

Illeina Grocery, with its slightly weathered sign.

The wooden door that creaked as it opened, perhaps rusted.

And beyond it, the bearded old man with even more wrinkles than before.

"What's this! Isn't it that ungrateful Ain who hasn't visited in ages!"

"If I'm busy, I might not visit. What's ungrateful about that?"

"Tsk! Still as ill-mannered as ever."

Despite his words, his face was already full of smiles, and that's what we came to see.

So I smiled and bowed my head.

"It's been a while, sir."

"Ah, yes. Indeed, Asha! It's been a long time! Have you been well?"

"Yes, thanks to you, sir."

"Haha! This girl, speaking so prettily!"

A kind person who accepted me even knowing my identity.

A gentle person who still came over to pat my head even though I was an adult now with no childish appearance left.

I always longed for scenes like this, the three of us together.

"...What? I'm ungrateful and ill-mannered, but Asha is..."

"Are you and Asha the same, you fool?"

"Are Ain and I the same?"

"...That's too harsh, really."

I could smile at moments like these, when Ain pouted as if wronged.

We talked with the old man for a long time.

"Hmm, so when are you planning to make a second child?"

"*Cough*..."

Of course, I choked a bit at his unexpected words.

"How about tonight? What do you think, Asha?"

"...Don't say such embarrassing things."

In truth, I was busy blushing as Ain gently pulled me by the waist and smiled mischievously.

"Hahaha! Eleanor is grown enough now, so it's about time you made another one!"

"Right? By the way, sir, I heard your wife just had her sixth child?"

"That's right! Another daughter!! So you two should hurry up and make a second child! Then I'll think about naming the store after you!"

Somehow I had become the target of their teasing.

Even as I blushed and lowered my head, the two of them continued to poke at me.

"Ah, we should make one today. Let's go home quickly, Asha."

"..."

Ain's hands were quite naughty, constantly fidgeting and caressing my waist.

It was quite different from the touch of Ain I knew, but it was still his touch, so I smiled brightly.

And so our date came to an end.

All day long, the corners of my mouth never thought of coming down, and I was in such a good mood that I lay on the bed with a bright smile.

Ain lay down beside me.

As if it were the most natural thing, Ain was there, lying next to me.

Ain looked at me while lying down, and I looked back at him with a smile.

"Asha."

"Yes, Ain."

I wondered what he was going to say.

Perhaps the conversation would flow toward the night's activities he had jokingly mentioned at the grocery store.

Hot breath.

Skin touching skin.

Intense sounds and plaintive moans.

During the brief silence as Ain closed his mouth, such things were imagined in my head, making my heart race unnecessarily.

*Thump thump*

*Thump*

My heart was busy pounding, so I reached out my hand while looking at him.

However.

"Are you happy now?"

"..."

He disrupted my fantasy.

*Thump*

*Thump thump*

My heart continued to pound, but my head gradually grew colder.

He asked if I was happy.

"Was today your happiest day?"

"...Ah."

*Thump* - my heartbeat grew louder.

His question about whether today was my happiest day suddenly pierced my heart like a dagger.

Why?

Why would he say such a thing?

"Is this enough for the day you've always dreamed of?"

"..."

Just.

*Thump* *Thump*

He should have let me fall deeply into this, never to return to reality, to collapse and die in the illusion.

Yet Ain looked straight into my eyes and asked if this was the desperate future I had always dreamed of.

Though clearly just an illusion.

"Will you really be satisfied with this, Asha?"

Ain's gaze was as straightforward as always.

Those brilliant, star-like eyes that I had always admired and loved were filled with my reflection.

So I had no choice but to answer.

"...No."

This is not my happiest day.

This is not the future with him that I desperately dreamed of.

Therefore.

*Thump* *Thump*

The continuing heartbeat gradually awakened the anxiety and sense of reality I had been trying to ignore.

"Right?"

"Yes, Ain."

"Then open your eyes now. It's time to wake up from this dream, Asha."

His voice sounded strangely overlapped.

The hand that gently stroked my head was rough yet somehow beautiful.

The smile in the gradually shattering illusion was kind and bright, but also somehow sorrowful and wistful.

"Yes, thank you."

"Mm."

I wasn't sure what was what anymore.

But.

With those final words, the illusion that had held me captive crumbled with a cracking sound.

"..."

After blinking several times, I raised myself up in a corridor that writhed like the intestines of a living creature.

"W-what... The spell should have worked properly...!"

"..."

For some reason, tears were flowing.

So I reached out my hand.

The ashes began to swirl.
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Everyone is asleep.

They're all growing thinner, wasting away bit by bit, each one of them lost in delusions with vacant expressions.

"Why is that one awake! Hey, cast the spell again...!"

"Ah, understood!"

A dark magic that devours people through illusions has put everyone who came down here as part of the subjugation team to sleep.

Not a single person appears to be awake all the way to the far end of the corridor.

Whoosh-

I didn't bother trying to block the wave that crashed toward me once again.

As the illusory space formed once more.

I calmly removed my necklace, then my bracelets and anklets, and finally my robe before opening my eyes.

The colors around me begin to change.

Dreary ash-gray.

Ominous ash powder.

Unlike before, these don't disappear even in the illusion trying to devour me.

Rather.


"Footprints."

"Traces."

"The story created by one person."


They're simply showing me something new as they're consumed by the illusion I created.


It shows Ain and the old dwarf running down a dark corridor that hasn't been grotesquely transformed.

- These bastards, living underground by themselves, why would an alarm go off...!

- Because idiots like you come in...! I bet they're thinking you'd make perfect sacrifices.

Ain spits out rough curses while desperately twisting his body, with ominous magic pouring behind him, and potion bottles he throws that explode.

- Left...!

- Got it, guide!

It shows the desperate sprint of those without mana.

- Damn it.

- Blocking the entrance is cheating, isn't it?

And the tenacious fighting spirit of those without mana.

- Horn, hammer time...!

- Die, you bastards!!

It shows the pitiful sight of my beloved one who recklessly sacrificed his arm to block magic and finally found a breakthrough.


So.

In the rapidly flowing illusion of the past, my emotions gradually boil and surge.

With a crackling sound, the illusion collapses, and my gaze as I look at the shocked dark mages beyond it is like that of a demon.

"A-ash-gray? How? Why would someone hiding among people reject us!"

It's fine for now since everyone is still asleep.

My footstep stomps the floor with a thud.

My emotions are so intensely expressed even through my feet.

The writhing intestine-like things are erased by the ash powder with a slithering sound, and the hard corridor floor of the ruins begins to be stepped on.

Of course, the dark mages who were momentarily shocked by my identity are now scanning every part of me with lewd eyes despite this scene.

"No... no. This is actually an opportunity! A new research subject that we couldn't obtain for 100 years has walked right in! It's just ash-gray after all!"

"..."

"Quickly, bring the essence of dreams! Since it's come to this, I'll capture that ash-gray somehow!"

It was quite bitter that they viewed me as research material rather than a person just because I was ash-gray.

Mages were always that sort of breed.


Meanwhile.

Ash powder bursts forth from me in abundance, already filling the corridor and erasing the intestine-like walls.

It doesn't touch the people trapped in the illusion and asleep.

Neither the weak adventurers and mercenaries behind me, nor the knights and mages in front of me, nor the one called captain who spoke impertinently to me.

It only ripples in front of them as if protecting them, trying to block any potential dark magic.

Because of this, I could hear some dark mages muttering.

"Ash-gray protecting people, what on earth...?"

"...why ash-gray?"

The expressions of some who had been smiling lewdly changed to strange looks as if they had seen something bizarre.

Ash-gray that protects people.

Certainly, that must be a strange sight that goes beyond the endless curiosity of dark mages.


To put it simply, I've always been conflicted.

Since only Ain and those who cared for me had value to me, I always had to consider whether I should bother caring about and helping others.

And it's the same now.

Whether it's right to protect these defenseless fallen people.

Or if I should ignore their deaths, subjugate the dark mages, and just collect the reward.

If I want to move forward for Ain without revealing my identity, the latter is clearly the right choice.

My worries continued from the moment we descended underground.


However.

I must always be a good child. I must somehow become a good person.

I must be someone who won't disappoint Ain. I must live as someone who won't make Ain's efforts meaningless.

A good child.

The clumsy inner thoughts that began from the anxiety of being abandoned again if I didn't protect this have now become blind devotion.

This is a trivial belief I've kept since I was saved by Ain as a child, for nearly 20 years.

Though I've always thought of myself as dreary and slimy, a detestable ash-gray from the very core.


"Ash powder."


Perhaps.


"Spreading color."


The mindset that I must be a good person, which I've maintained for nearly 20 years—almost my entire life—could also become my foundation.


"It leaves no trace."


Could I become truly good, not just pretending to be good?

Ridiculously, that's what I thought.

I held such hope even while watching the display of ash powder that looked more ominous than the dark mana wave from earlier.


And.

It's being erased.

Everything starts to be erased, corridor and all.

The writhing intestines, the dark bricks of the ancient ruins corridor, the dark mages fleeing after seeing my magic, the magic they scattered, and even the magic circles engraved everywhere.

Everything except the subjugation team members I willfully chose to protect is being erased without a trace upon contact with the ash powder.

So this ash powder will probably erase even the illusions that were devouring the subjugation team.

But I couldn't stop the magic because of that.

"...tsk."

I can see an ominously flashing round crystal ball from far away.

What they called the essence of dreams is slowly approaching while blocking the ash powder.

It can't completely block it, so it's killing the dark mages one or two at a time as it's being eroded from the edges.

But finally, some dark mages who managed to escape from the ash powder and those carrying the crystal ball have begun to chant spells.

"..."

I can hear small groans from the knights and mages.

Probably in just a little time, they'll start waking up, beginning with these ones, and soon many people will open their eyes.

So even now, it would be a good decision to put my necklace back on, tie my bracelets and anklets, and cover myself with my robe to hide my identity.

Even if I just take Eileen and retreat, it would clearly be the rational decision to avoid revealing my identity.

I know this.

I'm not particularly stupid anymore, so I know that much.

Since we've only become acquainted today, they're people who don't matter, so no one would blame me for such behavior.

Even as I quietly turned my gaze to look around, that's all I could think.


However.


"Beyond the fence that cannot be dared to cross."

"A wall that blocks the wind."

"Warm heat."


I'm still stupid, so I don't really know.

I can't understand what it means to care for people. As someone selfish, I don't understand.

"Ain."

So in my stupidity, I'll just act like Ain.

Like the person who saved even an ash-gray who had nothing to do with him, I too will choose to save people.


"I always wanted those things."


Even if someone says it's the wrong judgment, I will make the right choice.

Because Ain would praise me for this.

Because Ain would surely tell me I did well.


And so.

Kwaaaang-

Ominous magic flew into the barrier that surrounded the entire subjugation team, including me and Eileen, causing a massive explosion.

"Hng..."

Even as I felt like my insides were twisting from the impact, I firmly maintained the barrier.

Magic flies in again.

Kwaaaang-

It was such powerful magic that after just two hits, red blood flowed from my mouth.

"Cough..."

Then a third time.

Kwaaang-

Finally, a fourth magic spell flies in and hits the barrier.

Kwaaaang-

The dark mages' spells keep coming, continuously pounding on the barrier I've spread.

"Ugh... huh. Hoo..."

My hands are trembling and my mouth is spewing blood.

Of course, they too were dying one by one.

The ash powder that had been swirling around since earlier was somehow penetrating their barriers and reducing their numbers, even if just one at a time.

So it's a war of attrition.

Either they all die and it ends, or I finally die and it concludes.

This exchange will continue until one of those outcomes is reached.


And.

"Ugh, what's happening..."

People start to wake up.

Beginning with the captain and knights, or mages right behind me, they start opening their eyes.

"Wh-what... is this...?"

"A-ash-gray...?"

I didn't have the luxury to turn around to see their expressions, but I could hear voices mixed with all sorts of emotions.

Kwaaaang- Another dark magic strikes the barrier, and now a considerable amount of blood gushes from my mouth.

"Why...?"

A pool of blood formed from what I've been spewing.

Perhaps pieces of organs vomited out while being blurred by ash powder.

I tried to focus only on the magic regardless of such things.

"Why is ash-gray saving people...?"

The one called captain had approached my side and asked with what seemed like a shocked expression.

"How can ash-gray... save people?"

It wasn't particularly meant to belittle me. I could tell from the trembling in his eyes that he simply couldn't believe it.

So after spitting out blood again to clear my mouth, I answered.

"I have..."

"..."

"Cough... a reason why I must be a good person. The one who saved me... hng. I don't want to... disappoint them, ugh...!"

He grew stronger and moved forward for me, so I will grow stronger and move forward for him.

I hope the meaning of what I've learned and heard from him since childhood aligns with what's contained in my actions.

A good person.

Good Ain.

My beloved Ain.

I will save people by imitating what he would do.

Even if I'm rotten to the core, I'll become a good person like this.


And so.

The captain, who hadn't responded to my words, stared at me blankly before finally speaking.

"...Mage Corps."

- Yes.

"Help this person. First squad, healing; second squad, barrier support; third squad, prepare to attack."

At that order, the mages began chanting without question.

"And knights... control the subjugation team members in the back so they don't see the situation here."

- Understood.

The knights moved in unison to block the subjugation team members who were trying to get up from behind.


My body, which had become little more than a rag, began to heal bit by bit, and the barrier I had been bearing alone became somewhat lighter.

"How much longer can you hold out?"

"Until... they all die, I can hold out..."

In truth, it was quite minimal help, but just not stabbing me in the back for being ash-gray was sufficient assistance.

"If you feel you can't hold on, tell us. We'll buy you time, even if just for a moment."

"With you all... cough. You wouldn't last even a moment, ugh."

"...Yes. Come to think of it, I spoke out of turn."

Now there's no more sarcasm and dismissal like before.

"..."

"Let me correct myself. If you happen to fall, I'll block at least one spell even if I have to burn this body."

With eyes full of respect and honor, only such a declaration remained, so I nodded and began to focus on the magic again.


This is a war of attrition.

A war of attrition that must somehow be concluded before more people wake up.




And.

Thud-

With that sound, the crystal ball called the essence of dreams fell to the floor, and the long battle ended.

Before I collapsed, the last dark mage touched the ash powder and disappeared without a trace, leaving only the essence of dreams that had lost all its casters lying on the floor.

"Cough..."

I'm dizzy.

I collapsed onto the floor with a thud and looked at the essence of dreams with blurry eyes, but I was actually in a state of exhaustion with almost no mana left.

I buried my face in the pool of blood I had spilled.

"..."

Perhaps now is the opportune time?

The dark mages are all dead, and the ash-gray, which would have been the biggest threat, has exhausted its power and collapsed.

Many people have learned my identity, and surely someone must be thinking that ash-gray should be killed.

So if there's a chance to kill just me and take the remaining rewards, it would only be now.

Humans.

Always greedy and selfish, realistic and materialistic.

Even after being saved like this, surely someone is watching for an opportunity to kill me.


However.

"Lady Asha, Lady Asha...! Please wake up...!"

Eileen ran to me as I lay fallen in the red, fishy pool of blood and lifted me up.

"You in the back, sheathe your sword. Move now and I'll cut you down."

The one called captain stood blocking me and intimidated those showing suspicious movements.

The same was true for the mages who had been helping me all along, and the knights, including the two whose hands had been crushed while trying to get close to me.

"...Ah."

In truth, I was quite dazed and blurry, so I couldn't see or hear properly.

"If you're human."

I could tell that the sword raised by the one called captain gleamed brilliantly.

"If you're someone whose life was saved, maintain at least basic courtesy."

I could at least hear that voice saying so.

Soon I lost consciousness completely and couldn't know anything more.




Ain.

I protected people.


So tell me I did well.

Tell me my actions weren't wrong.

Praise me like that.

Like always.

Pat my head, Ain.
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# Episode 3-b. Black Mage Subjugation Battle

Ain's gentle touch when he stroked my head was truly wonderful.

When I was sick—or more precisely, when I collapsed and hovered between life and death—Ain's hand caressing my head was incredibly careful and warm.

Since I'm the Ash-colored Witch, I've never fallen ill except for that one time, so it remains my only memory of such care.

That carefulness, that gentleness, so different from the casual strokes accompanied by smiles in everyday life.

That too must be one of the reasons why I can't help but love Ain.

And now.

I feel a hand carefully stroking my head.

Though unlike Ain's rough and calloused hands, these were soft and plump, yet the emotion they conveyed was similarly gentle.

Unlike his large, thick hands, these were small and delicate, yet the warmth enveloping my forehead felt similar.

"Ain...?"

I mumbled as I opened my eyes hazily.

I wanted to tell him he'd done well protecting people, that I wanted to praise him for doing the right thing.

Somehow, I hoped he might have approached me and might be smiling at me.

If it were Ain, I thought he might do that.

"Ta-da~ Unfortunately, it's not Ain but Eileen!"

"..."

Of course, that was an impossible delusion.

"Hehe, you mistook my touch for that of your beloved~ Oh my, oh my!"

"...Either stop touching me or get lost."

"How cruel!"

I swatted away the hand that was fiddling with my forehead and sat up.

My entire body aches.

Every part throbs with pain.

"Ugh..."

"Asha, you still need to be careful. The mages weren't professional healers, and we couldn't call in holy priests or outside doctors... We've only done minimal treatment with potions and basic magic."

As I frowned from the pain, even Eileen, who had been joking around, looked at me with concerned eyes.

"Hah..., I'm fine. I can heal myself directly."

"What? But your condition is serious!"

Mana was once again flowing through my body, which had been completely drained during the long battle of attrition.

As if completely emptied and refilled, the dull ash-colored mana rippled and greeted me happily.

"I bestow the verdant canopy."

So even in this state, healing my body was no big deal.

If I think about those nights during the three years I endured alone in the Empire, when I would harm myself and end up like a rag, this feeling is quite similar.

"Now I feel a bit better."

"What... I worried for nothing!"

Seeing me like this, Eileen jumped up from her chair and bounced around in disbelief, and I let out a small chuckle before asking:

"So what happened afterward?"

That was more important than my physical condition.

The situation after I collapsed, the distribution of rewards, the secrets hidden underground, and the research records of the black mages.

While I did collapse trying to protect people, I originally went through all this trouble to obtain rewards.

Eileen suddenly seemed to remember something, clapped her hands with a loud smack, and grabbed my hand.

"R-right! I was planning to tell you when you woke up, but I got distracted with the jokes and forgot!"

"..."

"To summarize quickly, there's nothing for you to worry about. Very few people besides the mages and knights realized your true identity."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, the knights controlled the situation well, so hardly anyone got a proper look, and the few subjugation team members who figured it out were silenced with threats. The captain asked me to tell you that most of them are just riffraff, so you don't need to worry about it!"

Eileen cheerfully explained that the knights went as far as hitting the back of the head of those who woke from the illusion, knocking them unconscious again to control information.

She continued:

"And with the knights' and mages' endorsement, you were named the primary contributor to the subjugation. They said to give you this crystal orb as an initial reward! The remaining reward is either a massive amount of gold or ten items from the treasure vault! Heehee!!"

She held out the crystal orb, excitedly bobbing her head in all directions, which was a bit overwhelming.

"The light has dimmed."

My eyes were fixed on the crystal orb, which now glowed softly, having lost its intense light.

"Ah..., yes. When the city's curse was lifted, fluffy, wriggling lights escaped from the crystal orb and flew to various parts of the city. I think they were the dreams and lifespans people had lost."

"Then the light that still remains..."

"The mages believe it's the crystallized essence of dreams and lifespans that have lost their owners and have nowhere to return to."

That's probably correct.

After all, they said it contained the essence of dreams collected over 100 years, and such a powerful crystal orb couldn't be common.

So while those still alive regained what was theirs when the magic ended and the curse was lifted, the dreams of those who couldn't were still contained in the crystal orb that now rested in my possession.

I gazed at the crystal orb for a moment before asking:

"What's the next piece of news?"

"All the black mage research books found in the underground ancient ruins were destroyed. They weren't allowed as rewards because of their malicious intent. Instead, I brought back a copy of a massive ancient magic circle that no one could interpret! Here it is!"

Eileen fluttered a large sheet of paper in front of me.

"None of the mages could understand it, so they asked me to give it to you, thinking you might be able to comprehend it. They were practically groveling, hehe!"

"..."

What was on the paper she handed me was a massive magic circle filled with all sorts of strange symbols and patterns.

"Well? Can you understand it right away?"

"Not at all."

I stared at it for a while before answering, as it was something I'd never seen before.

"Eh, disappointing..."

"Do you want to die?"

"N-no, but I thought you would recognize it immediately..."

"I've never seen ancient magic circles before either. They're not common, and research in that field has barely progressed."

My knowledge isn't that extensive to begin with.

I was an orphan who grew up in alleyways, only learning language and society as I got a bit older, and only started studying properly after parting ways with Ain.

So I carefully folded the paper with the ancient magic circle and tucked it away.

The fact that I wanted to research it when I got the chance showed that I was indeed a mage at heart.

With that thought, I stretched my still somewhat stiff body and got up from the bed, looking down at Eileen who was staring blankly at me.

"Is that all you have to say?"

"No! There's one more thing!"

"What is it?"

"Come here!"

She smiled broadly and pulled my hand.

She ran ahead, pitter-patter, to a distant window and flung open the curtains.

"Ta-da! It's night!! The night in the city where night never came, created by you, Asha!"

And what I saw was, as she said, a dark sky and the twinkling lights of buildings.

The cheers and songs of people.

I selected my rewards.

Ten items from the treasure vault—I chose them one by one, referring to the visions of the past that unfolded in the vault, picking things Ain might have wanted.

The massive, ornate axe the dwarf elder wanted, the ancient potion with unknown effects that the eccentric in the white coat desired.

The "Heavenly Taste Biscuits" and the drink called "God's Tears" that the twin-like children had longed for.

I gathered items to give as gifts to his companions, along with one item Eileen had been eyeing eagerly, and four pieces of equipment that Ain had drooled over but deliberately ignored in the vision.

And then.

"...Tsk."

"Asha, that's too creepy..."

"It's not creepy, it's love."

"Then it's creepy love..."

"Shut up."

For the last item, I thought I could indulge myself a little and picked up an object.

A tracking device said to have been made in ancient times.

In other words, this is simply my pure love, determined to follow Ain no matter what.

Actually.

I took a look at the vision of the past in the red-light district.

Yes, Ain.

I'll be coming for you soon.

Anyway.

The night is quite dark.

However, even in the dark scenery, the lights from buildings and the eyes that reflect those lights shine brilliantly.

Night has come to the city where night never came.

Unable to refuse the tearful request of the city mayor, I reluctantly climbed onto the platform erected in the square.

Waaaaaah—

Waaaaaah—

From the crowd undulating like waves, tremendous cheers directed at me can be heard.

They are enthusiastic about me.

People are clapping for the Ash-colored Witch.

Of course, this scene is only possible because except for a few who participated in the subjugation team, no one knows my true identity.

"Hero of the city!!"

"Savior of Tevris!!!"

The gazes filled with respect from countless gathered people pound my heart, thump-thump.

There are so many people sending me something other than hatred and contempt.

"Thank you, hero!!!"

The salutes of gratitude from the knights and mages who helped and protected me.

The steady applause from those who were saved as members of the subjugation team.

And.

Because the night wind was quite rough and strong.

Because the robe I had been holding down fluttered and momentarily came off, finally revealing my face slightly.

The people's cheers echoed through the city, hotter than ever before.

********

Did truly no one ever find that place?

Was there really no one who approached the city's secret?

No.

Surely someone approached the root of the problem, and surely someone tried to break the massive ancient magic circle.

During the 100 years that passed, there were those who came close to the answer several times.

However.

The reason they disappeared without even being recorded in history was simply because they lacked sufficient power.

The reason their desperate screams were buried without reaching the surface was because of the black mages' tricks.

Thus, all struggles must have ended in failure.

An unrecorded past.

A blessing and curse that lasted 100 years.

You finally solved it.

The foundation created by your beloved.

The scenery of night that you created.

What you and he solved together was the pain that continued for 100 years.

The dreams and hopes that people had lost.

Of course, no one knows if it will flow entirely in a good direction.

At the edge of streets that were always bright, another seedling of darkness might bloom.

But.

It was the right thing to do.

It was definitely the right thing.

So listen to the citizens' excitement.

Hear the cheers directed at you and give them a smile.

Clearly take in the sound of steady applause from the adventurers you protected.

Even if someone in this scene realizes you are the Ash-colored Witch.

Even if someone will surely hinder your journey and threaten you.

At least in this moment, no one can point a sword at you, the hero of Tevris.

Congratulations.

Asha.

Hero of Tevris.

I hope the spark of glory that began in one city will spread wider and wider.

Ch.104 - Episode 4-a. Tangled and Crossed Timelines. (1)
# Episode 4-a. Intertwined and Crossed Timelines

When intense collisions between mana occur, they can distort ordinary space.

Continuous collisions between massive mana clusters end up overturning the flow of time.

In fact, this is now common knowledge, which is why confrontations between archmages have been prohibited.

Since it happened frequently in the past, there are still places where remnants remain.

The massive ruins called Bercio.

With space and time tangled and intertwined, preserved in stasis.

It is a time that could be the past, present, or perhaps the future.

It is a space that could be an empire, a kingdom, a duchy, or a papal state.

So if you're lucky, you might obtain what you desire.

But if you're unlucky, you might become preserved within the twisted and tangled timelines.

Those who enter Bercio and disappear are not called missing persons.

They are pilgrims, doomed to wander through time and space eternally.

They are specters, repeating through time and space, never to escape again.

If you don't want to be called such things, be careful.

If you venture too deep and get caught, you too will become such an entity.

********

A moderately sized, ordinary city.

"Brother, I'll see you again someday."

"Stop talking nonsense and just go home, have three kids, and live well."

I glanced at Golden Sun and the Gal-yangs, waved my hand casually, and boarded the carriage.

"Then will you come to the south at least once someday, brother?"

"Hell no."

All three of them still looked uncomfortable and weak, but they waved their hands to greet me and my companions.

"Haha, let me say again, thank you so much."

"Don't go dying in some strange place, just live well."

"Yes, I really need to return home now. I'll go back as soon as I recover."

Though our acquaintance was brief, we shared some intense moments, so it was a bit regretful, but it was truly time to say goodbye.

We'd already spent quite some time helping and caring for them, so we couldn't keep dragging it out.

"Right, see you later."

"Yes, brother! I hope you achieve everything you want!"

With Avery's medicine and the bright red berries we got from the small village, they should recover sufficiently and return home in about a month after parting with us.

So I just nodded briefly and flicked the reins.

Behind us, they waved their hands for quite a while, and only after the carriage had gone far did I see the three of them limping and staggering back to their lodgings.

As I drove the carriage, watching them until they entered their lodgings, I heard Horn grumbling.

"Unnecessarily sentimental fool. If you keep getting swept up in emotions and wasting time like this, you'll grow old and die before reaching your goal."

Of course, Horn's words weren't entirely wrong.

"But you were also glancing back there repeatedly, old man."

"Hmph, I was just watching to see when they'd leave. Besides, I'm not a human trifle, so I won't grow old and die."

Yet Horn too, while pretending otherwise, kept glancing back.

The two children and Avery didn't speak directly, but they also waved their hands until Golden Sun and the Gal-yangs disappeared into their lodgings.

"You act like you don't care when you actually do."

"..., I know nothing about that."

"Of course. You certainly wouldn't know."

"I said I know nothing, you disrespectful brat."

We bickered like that as usual.

By now quite accustomed to the bumpy mountain road carriage, I responded to Horn's words one by one while vigorously flicking the reins.

It was time to resume our somewhat delayed journey.

The sky grows dark.

"Make the campfire bigger. The kids are shivering from the cold."

"No, all the branches around are wet from the snow, so the fire won't get bigger."

We parked the carriage on the roadside and lit a campfire before night fell.

As we were moving forward, it suddenly started snowing, and before we knew it, it was pouring down from the sky like a blizzard, so we had no choice.

"Just bring over one of the spare carriage wheels and burn it."

"Don't say crazy things, seriously."

"I can make you a new wheel later. Ugh, I'm cold too, so just hurry up and throw it in the fire."

"You told me not to compare a blacksmith to a carpenter..."

Because of that, the children and Avery were shivering from the cold, so I sighed deeply and took out a spare carriage wheel and placed it on the campfire.

The flames, as if it were only natural, instantly consumed the wheel and grew larger.

The surroundings, which had been cold, gradually filled with warmth.

After that, everything proceeded smoothly.

Having camped several times before, we took out a pot, threw in suitable ingredients, and waited for it to boil.

Beyond the tent, white trash was falling and piling up everywhere, so we huddled close to the campfire and blankly watched the scenery.

Then, to pass the time, someone casually brought up a topic.

"Ain, where are we heading now?"

With Tori's question, who had been staring blankly at the pot, snowflakes, and campfire alternately, a conversation began, mixed with the bubbling sound.

"Actually, I haven't decided where to go yet..."

Of course, I didn't say it would continue properly.

"What...?"

"Huh?"

"Hmm?"

"Haha..., as expected, n-no plan is Ain."

"Well... I was planning to head east and see what we come across. With all the chaos recently, I didn't have time to look into it. Sorry."

And Avery, that punk, is acting like moving without a plan is my trademark when this is his first time doing so.

It makes me want to raise my fist in disappointment, really.

Anyway.

To put it simply, I haven't decided where to go yet.

As I explained to my companions, I didn't have the leisure to make plans carefully in Tevris or in the small village, which is why it turned out this way.

Actually, following the prophetic letter to go east, we successfully reached our first destination, Tevris, but the other places I wanted to visit weren't necessarily all in the east.

So as I was scratching my head awkwardly, Tori, who had brought up the question, scurried over to me and hugged me with a bright smile.

"It's okay! Then we can decide before the stew finishes cooking!"

"Oh, yes. For saying it's okay, you're giving me quite a short time limit."

"Hehe!"

That stew will be boiling in less than 10 minutes.

I gently stroked Tori's head as she nestled in my arms and thought deeply.

I tried to roughly organize what places were ahead if we continued from here.

"Well... As far as I know, excluding ordinary cities, if we narrow it down to places with strange and mysterious things, there are about three places."

"I know one of them. That bizarre city where you have to follow the instructions, right?"

"Oh, you know about it. That's right. To be precise, there's a hotel where you must follow the instructions."

"That place is quite famous."

First, there's the hotel that eats people, mixed with what's commonly known as Neapolitan urban legends.

"That's true. And continuing, there's also a huge workshop nearby. A place where they make or repair items if you bring materials. Since the ancient device we got as a reward is dead, it might be useful."

Second, there was a city with a large workshop.

The trace of Nasatya we obtained from Tevris was completely dead, so I had stashed it in a corner of the carriage, but I thought they might be able to fix it there.

"Haha, I th-think I know the third one. That is..., I believe the Bercio ruins were also n-nearby..."

"Yes, the Bercio ruins are correct. It's a place where bizarre magical phenomena occurred due to duels between ancient archmages, causing space-time to be distorted and fixed in place."

Third, and the closest of the three, was a ruin where space-time had been distorted.

So I was planning to go to one of these three well-known places along our route, even without detailed investigation.

After I briefly explained the three locations, Horn was the first to give his opinion.

"The hotel is out. I hate to say it myself, but going there with this shabby party would only be dangerous."

"If we just follow the instructions well..."

"If it were that easy, why would it be called a hotel that eats people, idiot?"

Horn said that while shaking his head, and at his firm words, the others also nodded cautiously.

"Then we'll decide between the other two places, excluding the hotel. Let's decide quickly, the pot is boiling."

With two candidates remaining.

"We vote for the workshop! It sounds fun!"

"I-I'm a bit drawn to the Bercio ruins. If we're lucky, we could obtain knowledge from the future or past, which would advance my r-research..."

"..., Sorry to the little ones, but I also think the ruins look a bit better."

"Aww!!"

The vote was split 2 to 2.

So.

With the pot now fully boiling, the four people with divided opinions were staring at me intently, as if urging me to make a quick choice.

They were just staring at me intensely, as if asking me to take their side.

No.

Guys.

Ch.105 - Episode 4-b. Something Gloomy and Damp, Yet Righteous and Pure. (1)
Episode 4-b. Something Gloomy and Damp, Yet Devoted and Pure.

The expressions that the Ash-colored Witch utters are clearly gloomy.

The atmosphere she emanates is dark and bleak, often making people shudder.

The emotions the Ash-colored Witch harbors are undeniably damp.

Moist and humid, sticky and clingy—people can only recoil in horror and flee.


So different from normalcy.

She exposes all those careful inner thoughts that others keep hidden.

Of course, there are those who aren't ash-colored yet harbor similar emotions.

But their emotions lack the intense power of the Ash-colored Witch.

They have no ash particles that dance and scatter with emotional waves, taking lives.

Thus, the Ash-colored Witch was always gloomy and damp.



However.

The emotions the Ash-colored Witch harbors are undoubtedly more devoted than anything else.

Her upright and sincere heart is precious—something even untainted children cannot possess.

The words the Ash-colored Witch offers were certainly pure.

They contained a purity unmixed with anything else, neither selfish nor malicious.


Though definitely different from normalcy.

Cherishing and treasuring just one person, being drawn to them again and again, admiring and loving them.

Longing and reminiscing wistfully, retracing and recalling painfully until focusing solely on that person—a supremely devoted heart.

A sticky, persistent love that never changes and lasts a lifetime.

A complex of strange and desperate emotions that nothing but death could separate.

Thus, the Ash-colored Witch was always devoted and pure.



In other words, the love the Ash-colored Witch harbors for one person is like that.

Like a massive wave that ordinary people could never handle—they must flee far away just to survive.

It is certainly a beautiful emotion—pure, devoted, chaste, and even sorrowful.

It is a madness that makes one shudder—damp and gloomy, slimy and vicious.

No matter how much she tries to hide it, it eventually gets dragged out and exposed.


So.

If you approached the abandoned, rejected, and despised Ash-colored Witch first and made her love you.

If you reached out your hand, held her hand, picked her up, and embraced her.

If you spoke to her, stroked her head, and smiled at her.

If you told the Ash-colored Witch, who was struggling to hold back, that it was okay to do as she pleased.

Then it is certainly your fault.

It would be your fault for kicking away the opportunities that were fortunately given to you multiple times.







********







The carriage is stopped on the roadside.

As heavy snow began to fall and the sun set with night approaching, I stopped the carriage and prepared to camp.

I used mana to shake the snow off the trees and dry them, then used mana again to light a large bonfire.

Seeing Eileen struggling to bring a pot from the carriage, I sighed and levitated the pot with mana, placing it over the bonfire.

Eileen, despite having seen this scene many times, exclaims in admiration again.

"Wow, magic really is... I want to become a mage too."

With eyes full of admiration, she gazes at me and the rippling mana, uttering such dreamy words.

However, it's completely impossible.

"That's impossible."

"No, you're being too definitive... Well, I guess there's no way to become a mage without innate talent, right?"

"As far as I know, that's correct."

Mana is an intangible power that can only be obtained through innate talent, so those who don't have it from birth have no way of acquiring it.

"That's too bad... Well, if I just stay by Asha's side, wouldn't I be half a mage? When I ask you to save me, you save me, and when I ask you to scold me, magic flies!"

"..."

"Hehe, I'm a mage too! Ah, so warm~"

Finding her optimistic words somewhat absurd, I just stared at her as she giggled and continued to hover around me.

It's a bit annoying.

"Stop loafing around and go get the tracking device from the carriage. I'll be making stew."

"Ah, right! I'll get it!"

I helped her with the pot because she was struggling, and now she's naturally trying to slack off, which is slightly irritating.

So while camping, I told her to bring the item we obtained in Tevris, and she ran to the back of the carriage and brought back a box containing the device.


As the bonfire crackled and I poured various ingredients into the pot,

Eileen sat close to the fire, opened the box, and took out the device and its manual.

As I watched the stew bubbling and boiling, I gradually began to hear her voice.

"Hmm, user manual... If you want to find a person, insert their hair, fur, nail, flesh, or if not those, bodily fluids or blood."

"..."

A person's hair, fur, nails, flesh, or if not those, blood and bodily fluids.

"If what you want to find isn't a person but an object, please insert a piece of that object...? That's what it says?"

"I suppose since it's an ancient item, it requires somewhat primitive materials."

The technology to locate a person was quite remarkable, but the materials required were somewhat strange and primitive.

Eileen seemed to share my thoughts as she tilted her head slightly and looked at me.

"I guess so. Um, and after inserting that, you need to infuse mana for about 5 minutes, and then location information will appear. But what if we don't have hair, nails, or flesh to begin with?"

"..."

There's no way I would have body parts of someone I haven't met for over 3 years.

Normal people wouldn't collect other people's body parts regardless of time.

"Ugh, this is useless! I think we brought this for nothing, Asha."

"..."

Eileen, being such a sensible human,

Dropped the now-useless device manual with a thud and flopped down beside the bonfire.


However.

"...I have them."

"What? What do you have?"

"Hair or nails... flesh and such. I have them."

Actually, there was a pouch in the carriage containing Ain's hair and nails.

I wasn't exactly a normal person, so I had been preciously preserving such things.

"..."

"No, well. In case something like this happened."

"Lies should be reasonable, Asha. You're just openly doing something creepy, you pervert."

"..."

Well...

Um, yes.

To put it simply, I thought even those fallen parts were still pieces of Ain, so I found them strangely endearing and collected them preciously.

Knowing that such behavior wasn't sensible or normal, I had hidden them thoroughly from Uncle Rendo and Rein, then secretly packed them when we left for our journey.

So as I stammered, unable to make excuses to the disgusted Eileen, she cautiously asked again.

"You didn't, like, take them out and laugh at them when I wasn't around, did you? You didn't, right?"

"No, well. I didn't do that every time..."

"...Ugh."

"..."

I really only did it a few times.

At most, I only took them out three or four times.

Of course, even that would be completely abnormal from an ordinary person's perspective, so Eileen, uncharacteristically, stepped about two paces away from me and said:

"Every time something like this happens, my respect and admiration for you crumbles a bit, Asha..."

"Hmm. Well, yes... What can I do about it, you flat-chested know-it-all."

"Hey! My chest has nothing to do with this!"

When you haven't seen your beloved for three years, you might do such things because you miss them so desperately.

Just because I looked at and caressed those things while smirking creepily by myself doesn't mean I harmed anyone.

"Eileen. Because your chest is so small, you've never experienced proper love, so you can't understand."

"Argh...! Resorting to personal attacks because you can't win with logic is really vicious...!"

Thinking this way, I harshly criticized Eileen's practically invisible chest, then took out the pouch I had hidden in the carriage and placed some of Ain's hair and nails into the device.

When there was no reaction from that alone, I continued to infuse mana.

After about 5 minutes...

Tick-

"Oh, Asha, Asha!! Letters are appearing...?"

Tick-

"...Ah."

Tick-

"No way..."

"..."

Letters appeared on the previously blank device.

Of course, they were in ancient language.

"Ugh... there was an ancient language dictionary with the user manual earlier..."

"...Then let's spend the night deciphering it."

"Ahaha... I guess we have to... Wow... I'm so excited..."

And so, in a snow-covered forest, sitting in front of a bonfire, listening to the bubbling sounds, we engaged in unexpected study.

"Asha, this seems to be a regional name... but since it's an ancient regional name, I'm not sure what it is..."

"...Then let's move on to the next word for now."

"Okay..."

After ladling stew into our bowls, we examined the thick dictionary whenever we had a moment, taking spoonfuls of stew in between.

"Eileen, what does this word mean?"

"J-just a moment. Let me eat one spoonful of stew first, nom. Hmm, time...? Space...? Something like that, I think...? Or not? Hmm, I'm not sure!"

"...Eileen, the interpretation isn't finished."

That's fine.

We have plenty of time.
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The carriage rattled forward.

"Big brother Ain is stupid."

"Brother Ain is an idiot."

Inside were two children, their lips pouting as they continued to mutter complaints.

"...Why are you only mad at me? It was a majority vote with the old man and Avery there too."

In a situation where opinions were split 2-to-2, I had cautiously sided with old man Horn after watching everyone's reactions for a while. That seemed to have upset them greatly.

"We never trusted those two from the beginning. Right, Tori?"

"Hmph, that's right. I thought Ain was always on our side, but this is betrayal."

"...I said I'm sorry."

""We don't care!""

No matter how many times I apologized, the two children just stared at me intently with their lips still pouting.

To explain, we had decided on the Bercio Ruins as our next destination.

It was the closest place among the locations we had been considering, and visiting the workshop wasn't particularly urgent.

That magical analyzer antique had nothing to do with us who didn't have any mana anyway, so I didn't think we needed to rush to fix it.

So I sided with Avery, who thought there might be research progress, rather than with the pure and cheerful children who just thought it would be fun.

Because of that, I had to keep apologizing to the children who were upset with me.

"Ah, I can see it."

""Where, where?""

Well, to put it simply...

"Up ahead, the ruins where the sky is strangely twisted."

""Where... Wooow! What is that?!""

The truth is, the kids would tuck away their pouting lips and exclaim with wonder at the slightest interesting thing.

Anyway, as I said, the ruins began to appear in the distance.

And as I looked at that scenery, I had to suppress unnecessary expectations and arrogance.

For good reason.

Since starting our journey, we had obtained several letters in Litera, discovered the identity of an old problem in Tevris.

And in that small village, we had defeated the man-eating flower and even obtained its fruit.

Of course, there were quite dangerous elements mixed in, and I got seriously injured in the process, but looking at the results, we had been successful in everything.

So.

Perhaps I had developed an unfounded confidence and expectation that we might obtain what we wanted again.

Despite my position, such feelings kept rising within me.

As we approached the ruins.

As we got closer to the twisted landscape, expectant voices could be heard from behind the driver's seat.

"Hmm, it is fascinating indeed."

"Haha... now that I see it, it's a bit s-scary too..."

"Nonsense. In my opinion, that flower that ate people was scarier."

"Umm... that's true, I suppose."

The ordinary conversation between old man Horn and Avery continued.

"Tori, do you think we might see Mom and Dad if we go there?"

"Hmm, but they said you need good luck to get what you want, so it might be difficult."

"Then let's borrow brother Ain's luck too!"

"Oh, good idea, Yaki. You said something smart for once!"

The twins' bitter yet mischievous whispering followed.

So I spoke up.

"Let me remind everyone of the precautions once more. Inside, both time and space are distorted, so when we enter, we won't know which era or which country will unfold before us."

Ruins where everything became entangled and intertwined due to the battles of ancient archmages.

"Of course, they say nothing particularly dangerous usually happens, but if it were completely safe, there wouldn't be stories about 'pilgrims of spacetime' or 'recurring specters.'"

A place where you can get what you want if you're lucky, but if you're unlucky, you might become trapped in spacetime and turn into a specter.

"So please don't forget that we must stay together and not separate from each other. And don't go deeper just because you didn't get what you wanted."

I stared intently at the ruins that had suddenly appeared right in front of us, then turned my head back to look at my companions.

The four of them were finally nodding with expressions mixing expectation and anxiety.

"Then we're going in. Ah, and close your eyes as we enter, everyone. You might get dizzy."

So after saying that, I flicked the reins and slowly entered the ruins.

A temporary feeling of nausea.

A disorderly atmosphere.

Voices of countless people and various languages.

Unlike the chilly outside, a gentle breeze that was neither cold nor hot.

Feeling that many things had changed around us after the carriage wheels had rolled just a few times, I slowly opened my eyes.

"Scholar Adler of Imperial Year 310, where are you! The Krisha Conference of the Adonia Kingdom will be held soon! If you want to attend, you must enter right now! If you miss this chance, you might never get another opportunity!"

The first thing that caught my eye was the scenery of buildings and clothing quite different from the present era.

"Knights and priests of the Brahma Papal State, gather here regardless of your era. You must participate in the holy war that has begun beyond and change the future."

I could see people from different eras gathering, rushing toward what they desired.

"You said you're a researcher from the Sillon Republic? What on earth is a republic? It's a concept that doesn't exist in my era, so I don't understand it at all."

"Well, a republic is a country without a king..."

"How is that possible! Where in the world is there a country without a monarch!"

"No... what's important is that the sovereignty of the nation belongs to the people, sir."

"That makes no sense!"

There was also a researcher from the present era conversing with a scholar from the distant past.

"σροχξωζ"

"ɕɞɝʘʂɣʤ."

I could also see ancient people speaking in languages I couldn't understand at all.

So after entering the ruins, we looked at each other in a slightly dazed state.

"Hmm, it's quite a chaotic place. And the Adonia Kingdom collapsed more than 300 years ago, yet they're saying a conference is being held there."

Old man Horn looked around briefly, then shook his head with a deep sigh, seemingly tired just from looking.

"Ugh... T-the Adonia Kingdom was a nation that rejected magic and tried to develop a s-science called learning... but I heard they crossed a line and were buried by ancient magicians, the entire country."

Avery was looking around everywhere with interested eyes, swallowing his saliva.

"That's right. I remember reading in the newspaper back then that the sky above the Adonia Kingdom was filled with meteors and was erased in an instant."

"Haha... you're definitely a dwarf."

"You bastard, are you making discriminatory remarks about dwarves right now?"

"No, when did I discriminate...?"

"The axe knows the answer. So I'll let you know the answer too, you discriminator."

That fucking racist is at it again.

I cut off their conversation before the extremely vicious imperialist dwarf old man could torment one poor slave.

"This place is like a waiting room, a common space-time. It's the only place where people from different eras who have entered these ruins can gather."

Although the scenery was a bit different from what I had expected, it was definitely a landscape where I could see that time and space were distorted.

And the gathered people would open doors along the street, enter, and disappear.

"It seems like when you go through a door, you enter a different space from a different era than this place, and judging by how urgently they're entering, it looks like the space-time keeps changing so if you're even a little late, it changes to a different space-time."

Everyone rushed through the doors urgently, and those who couldn't make it in time sat down with frustrated expressions.

I actually knew this to some extent from my research, but seeing it in person was quite fascinating.

As I explained about the ruins to calm old man Horn, and continued looking around, Tori tugged firmly on the hem of my clothes.

"Brother, brother. So do we also need to open doors and go inside like those people?"

"I think so, but I'm not sure if there will be the era and place we want."

Tori's appearance, eyes sparkling as she reached up to the driver's seat and pulled on my clothes, was quite cute.

"T-then let's hurry and look around! If the place we want appears first, we'll go in there first!"

"Yes, let's do that. First, we need to get off the carriage to look around, so let go of my clothes... no, my clothes, please."

"Let's go quickly, quickly!"

We couldn't drive the carriage through the street full of people, so we had to get off.

Cute or not, I couldn't get off the driver's seat when she was pulling on my clothes like she was going to tear them.

"No, let go of my clothes. Then we can hurry and go... ugh."

"There, there! Many people are going in there!"

Seriously.

Let go of my clothes.
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I placed Ain's hair and nails into the device, infused it with mana, and ancient words were faintly engraved on the device.

- Name, Ain.
- Age, 19.
- Current status, good.
- Location, a place where space and time are entangled and crossed, Bercio.

That's roughly what I deciphered.

They were extremely brief pieces of information, but they were what we had managed to discover after staying up all night by the campfire and spending the entire morning until sunrise.

I heard a thud as someone collapsed.

"Waaah... it's finally over..."

"...Good work."

Those were the voices of Eileen and myself, who had been focused on deciphering while eating spoonfuls of cold stew.

The campfire had gone out by now, and the snowflakes that had been falling heavily remained only as accumulation on the ground.

The sky is bright and clear.

The dark clouds that had filled the sky have disappeared without a trace, leaving only a round, blazing sun in the blue sky.

And.

Eileen, who had been lying down staring at the sky, was now looking at me with a broad smile.

"But if it's the Bercio ruins, we can get there quickly, Lady Asha...! If we drive the carriage hard, we could arrive within a week, hehe..."

There was a strangely gloomy and unpleasant laugh mixed in, but even in my exhaustion, I found the corners of my mouth twitching upward.

Just one week.

Compared to three years, I could meet Ain after an extremely short time.

In other words, the moment when all my past hardships would finally be rewarded was approaching.

"Heehee."

"Hehe...!"

"Hehehe..."

"Hihi!"

So we glanced at each other, then turned our faces back to the sky and let out such frivolous and strange laughter.

I think we kept laughing silently until Eileen eventually fell asleep from exhaustion.

Of course, I did feel a bit embarrassed afterward, but there was nothing I could do about it.

Even after loading the sleeping Eileen into the carriage and sitting in the driver's seat, whipping the reins to start the carriage.

"Heehee."

Strange laughter kept escaping and leaking from my mouth.

"Heh... heheh."

For quite some time, only my somewhat frightening laughter could be heard from the rattling carriage, even after night fell.

Even when Eileen woke up and stretched, I was still making those frivolous and strange sounds.

"Lady Asha."

"Heehee... yes?"

"Um... never mind. Well... you seem to be in a good mood!"

Eileen seemed to be looking at me with some alarm, but honestly, at some point I simply couldn't stop.

"Heh..."

To be frank.

If I don't release my emotions like this, ash would scatter wildly.

Intense emotions are like a driving force for ash.

To avoid becoming violent, I had to consume them somehow, even in this manner.

If emotions of this magnitude were converted to mana and ash began to scatter, the entire forest beside the road might disappear.

But if I just suppressed and contained such overwhelming emotions, they would eventually explode like a bomb.

So I thought it was better to laugh frivolously like this, even if it seemed a bit strange.

At first.

That's what I definitely thought.

However.

The magnitude of the emotion was too great, growing larger as it seemed to end, and growing even larger as it seemed to calm down.

No matter how much time passed, there was no sign of it ending.

My frivolous and bizarre laughter continued for one hour, two hours.

It continued past half a day, through a whole day, into the night.

It persisted even while we were camping or driving the carriage forward.

It didn't stop even when we faced a group of Imper that emerged from the forest, or when we encountered bandits who suddenly threatened us with swords.

"Heehihi."

I just kept laughing like that.

Perhaps because of my appearance, the bandits fled in fear without even properly swinging their swords once.

I'm gradually losing control of my power.

While I can kill Imper without hesitation, I don't think I can stop at merely subduing the bandits now.

"But now I'm starting to get really scared, Lady Asha..."

"Heheh..."

"I'm seriously getting scared..."

What can I do?

I'm scared too.

I don't know when this laughter will end.

At first, I thought it might end when I finally faced Ain.

But now I'm starting to think that when I see Ain's face, even greater emotions might burst forth.

Yes.

Emotions accumulated over three years were like that.

My eyes bulge and shine, the corners of my mouth keep rising, and pent-up emotions intensify and escape from my mouth.

When I try to hold back my laughter, I make sounds like a suffering animal and drool drips down.

"Ah, Lady Asha! The ash! The ash is scattering! There's a carriage coming from the opposite direction, please calm down...!"

With just a moment's carelessness, ash began to swirl around.

So.

The closer I felt to him, the more violently my heart beat.

All the emotions I had somehow endured and suppressed in the past kept pouring out.

Like all my efforts to become normal were turning to foam, all sorts of damp and gloomy inner thoughts spilled out of my mouth and kept oozing out.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain, Ain, Ain.

"Lady Asha...!! Please, stop! I'm really scared now...!"

I want to see you soon.

I want to be in your arms soon.

I want to cover the traces of other women left on your hands with my own.

You are mine.

You belong to me.

Ain.

No other woman but me is allowed.

Absolutely.

I cannot permit it.

The prostitute who held your hand in the brothel.

I made a tremendous effort just by not tearing her limb from limb.

Lucia, who put her hand on your shoulder.

I restrained myself greatly by not harming her.

All other women who had even the slightest connection to you.

With trembling hands, I bit my lips to keep from killing them.

Ain.

Ain, Ain.

Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain.

This is all your fault, Ain.

You saved me, said and did things for my sake.

You gave warm clothes to me when I was trembling, sweet candy when I was dazed, brought medicine and bandages to treat my festering wounds, brought food when I was starving,

"Ah..."

Protected me, shielded me, reached out your hand, held my hand, taught me, embraced each other, carefully picked me up, bathed me, nursed me, caressed me, smiled at me, fed me, put a robe on me, hung a necklace around me, accepted the bracelet I offered, went on dates together, built memories, made long-term promises.

"Huu..."

After making me into someone who knows only you.

After making me into someone who can only love you.

"Ain."

And yet.

It's your fault for leaving my side and letting three years pass.

"Ain."

I don't have the capacity to care about Eileen, who's trembling in fear.

I'm already at my limit just trying with all my might to keep the ash from swirling toward her.

It's already quite burdensome to push all the ash that keeps scattering and revealing my true nature into the forest beside us.

"Heehee... Ain."

Even I think I've gone mad, and it's difficult to properly compose myself and control the ash that's escaping my control.

With trembling hands, I barely managed to grasp the reins and whip them again to urge the carriage forward.

I had to take out a handful of Idrin's suppressants, which had become less effective, and pour them into my mouth.

"Huu... uuu."

"Lady Asha, wouldn't it be better to go into the forest and let it all out..."

Eileen, with a terrified yet worried expression, grabbed the hem of my clothes and said so.

However.

"Heheh... we should keep going. Heh, even if I let it out, it would quickly fill up again."

My feelings for Ain aren't simple; they definitely won't end by just pouring them out in the forest.

So I barely managed to answer and whipped the reins again.

When the horses showed signs of fatigue, I restored them with magic, and restored them again, continuing forward.

After coming this far, I can't falter right in front of Ain.

So.

I want to see him soon.

I want to go to his side soon.

To hold hands again, embrace many times, be caressed by his gentle hands, and face his smiling face.

Like that, just like others, normally.

I desperately want to be with him normally.

I too.

"..."

I too want to be normal.

I wish I weren't this bizarre.

"Heheh..."

I don't want to have to laugh gloomily when overwhelmed by emotions, or tremble and lose control.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain.

My beloved Ain.
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Time-space travel.

It was something I had always dreamed of since childhood.

To freely traverse time and space, obtaining what I wanted, intervening to change things I wished to fix.

Meeting historical figures face to face, and setting foot in places I'd always wanted to visit at least once.

The thought of being able to travel like that was something that could occur to anyone, like the impulsiveness of youth.

So what was it that I wanted?

I think when I was very young, I often thought about going back to before they died, just to see my mother and father from Earth one more time.

My life on Earth consisted of mostly insignificant things, yet I still had lingering attachments to that small life that had inevitably passed by.

Back then, when I hadn't yet accepted my new life, I was just a foolish child who dreamed of such things.

As I grew a bit older and started meeting and helping Asha, I think I wanted to set foot on lands that would be inaccessible to a background character.

Even while helping the Ash-colored Witch out of sympathy, I harbored a desire to travel and often dreamed about it.

Like a true child, I was a fool who grinned while imagining things that lacked reality.

And now.

If I were to say what I want now, I think I most want a future where the ash-colored woman can live happily.

I hope her dream of becoming ordinary comes true.

The way she trembled yet suppressed her emotions while smiling comes to mind hazily.

I wished that the desperate dream of the woman who was both a disaster and no longer a disaster would become reality.

In other words, I was dreaming more childish dreams after becoming an adult.

In truth, I was wishing for the most foolish and stupid thing of all.

The sound of running footsteps is followed by the sound of a door swinging open.

"Wow, what is this place?"

"Tori! That's clearly not what we're looking for! There's some weird creature squirming in there!"

"Hmm, then the next door! Let's go, Yaki!"

"Good idea! I'll open this one!"

The two children who had been pouting until just before are now running around in excitement, opening every door they see.

I was worried this behavior might be bothersome to others, but the expressions of people watching the children were full of smiles, finding them adorable.

"Kids, just look inside, okay? Don't step in—it could be dangerous."

"Okay~"

Horn, Avery, and I followed behind the children as we strolled through the streets, and that's when I heard Horn's voice.

"So, youngster, is there any danger in going through these doors?"

"Hmm... as far as I know, there's almost no danger."

"Why not? If you happen to enter a dragon's nest, the dragon might attack you outright."

Horn's question was reasonable.

In fact, I had initially worried about such things and researched them myself.

To put it simply, this world has a kind of safety mechanism for everything.

"The moment you go through a door, there's a forced intervention of time and space."

"Forced intervention?"

"Yes, for example, let's say we suddenly drop into a village. While we should clearly be first-time visitors, the villagers would recognize us as residents who had been there all along."

In these ruins, a powerful perception reduction along with a kind of mental confusion serves as a narrative safety mechanism.

"If we fall into a dragon's nest, the dragons would recognize us as fellow dragons who've been with them for a long time, and if we drop among a dwarf tribe, they would recognize us as dwarf tribe members."

"Hmm... I see. That's quite fascinating."

If it weren't like that, scholars and researchers without special powers wouldn't dare set foot in these ruins.

"Why don't you know this when you've lived so long, old man?"

"Just because I've lived a long time doesn't mean I know everything, you damn youngster."

"What a waste of years."

"My, what a lovely way with words you have."

As always, we bickered while following the children.

"Th-then what if we kill one of the residents, or, or if we die? What if an h-historically important person dies...?"

"Well... from what I know, there's forced plausibility in those aspects too. Like you absolutely can't kill someone, or if you try to kill them, you're prevented somehow... Ah, sorry, old man."

I still answered Avery's question.

No matter what you do here, the past cannot be changed.

If the past could change so easily, whether this world is a novel or not, it would be complete chaos.

Those aspects are appropriately blocked by the author's convenient plot devices.

"Th-then what about the people who were said to be d-devoured by time and space in these ruins...?"

"That's, well... Hey, I said I was sorry!"

I was trying to answer all of Avery's questions, but there was a short old man interfering.

"The hammer knows the answer. Take one hit."

"That's clearly the wrong answer no matter how you look at it."

"No, it's the right answer. Youngster, you admitted it yourself in Tevris."

This crazy old man has been threatening me with his hammer lately.

"Ugh, damn."

"What? Did you just call me a dwarf bastard? You racist, I'll teach you a lesson."

"This is driving me crazy... you deaf old dwarf. Avery, wait a moment."

"Haha, I'm a-always on the side of whoever's winning."

His rotten ears that only hear what they want to hear prove that his time might be coming soon.

Anyway, the answer to Avery's question is:

There are two documented cases of being trapped in tangled time and space.

First:

Going too deep for exploration and staying there too long, gradually being devoured.

And second:

When beings so powerful they can shatter even the forced intervention of time and space break through the perception reduction and mental confusion, capturing travelers and making them disappear.

So usually, people are devoured by time and space in the first case.

In other words:

Pilgrims who must wander through time and space forever, specters who repeat time and space without ever escaping.

These stories mainly involve scholars and researchers with strong academic passion.

The usual bickering with the old man eventually came to an end.

"Ah, if I were just 10 years younger."

"That's too bad. If we had met 10 years earlier, I would have been a little kid and you might have won."

In fact, Horn wasn't a combatant but a blacksmith, and as he said, he was quite elderly even among dwarves.

"Youngster, can't you just take one hit to the head?"

"With you holding that hammer, 'one hit' would kill me."

"So what?"

Despite his age, his strength is insanely powerful, so if I took that "one hit" he's talking about, my head would disappear.

And while we were bickering, the children were jumping up and down in front of a door, calling us.

"Big brother Ain! Here, through this door!"

"Ain! There's something amazing through this door!"

When I went over to see what had them so excited, they pointed inside the wide-open door.

"What's got you so excited... oh."

"Ta-da! A future candy factory!"

Come on, kids.

When we first came in, you were talking about seeing your parents again and other touching, bittersweet stories.

After opening so many doors and searching so diligently, what catches your eye is a useless candy factory?

Even while thinking this, I patted the children's heads.

"Do you want to go in?"

"Can we go in for just 5 minutes, eat a few candies, and come back out?"

"...Alright. Let's go in for a bit."

It was ridiculous, but this candy factory must also be a rare time-space that appeared against thousands or tens of thousands of odds.

So if we miss it now, it probably won't appear again until we leave these ruins.

And after 5 minutes, we came back out after gorging ourselves on candy.

When we went in, our roles were as factory employees.

Ignoring the boss's yelling, we eagerly ate the finished candies, then opened the door we came through and left.

"...That was delicious."

"Aaah, it was heavenly..."

"Youngster, if we go in one more time... damn. It's already closed."

"Haha... it's a bit disappointing that we c-can't bring items from inside to the outside..."

A future candy factory.

That was definitely a choice with no regrets.

So.

I hope this is a future that will come before we die.
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I've gradually lost track of how much time has passed.

At first, I could still estimate a day or two with what mental clarity remained.

Now I just stare alternately at the long forest path and the device showing Ain's location with bloodshot eyes from not having slept at all.

- Name: Ain
- Age: 19
- Status: Good
- Location: Bercio, a place where space and time are tangled and crossed

I glare at the device that only spat out such meager information even after consuming Ain's hair and fingernails that I had preciously kept all this time.

- Name: Ain
- Age: 19
- Status: Good
- Location: Bercio, a place where space and time are tangled and crossed

It could have told me more details than that.

- Name: Ain
- Age: 19
- Status: Good
- Location: Bercio, a place where space and time are tangled and crossed

No matter how many times I look at it, those brief floating letters remain unchanged.

"Hehee..."

Though I'm dissatisfied with it, only a strange snicker escapes my mouth.

For days, I've been letting out an endless, creepy laugh while barely managing to control the reins.

So I wondered.

Why am I like this?

"Heh, mmph..."

No.

Why am I a being worse than even a beast?

If I can't be a normal person, shouldn't I at least be a normal animal?

Even though I recognize how strange I am, why can't I control my instincts even worse than an animal would?

My wildly pounding heart refuses to calm down.

My trembling hands can barely hold the reins anymore.

I've endured for days, but now it's become much harder to control the scattering ash.

The bizarre laughter flowing from my mouth shows no sign of stopping.

Now I have to pull my robe down to hide my excessively upturned lips.

"Heh, hoo..."

Despite all my efforts to become human, my body is struggling to revert to something worse than an animal.

I thought I had been doing well until now.

Just the thought of meeting Ain soon has reduced me to this state.

At least...

"Lady Asha, there's a carriage passing on the opposite side, so please bow your head for a moment and direct the ash toward the forest."

"Hehe... mmph."

I still have enough presence of mind to hear the whispering voice right beside me.

Following those instructions, I managed to send the scattering ash into the forest.

The trees along our path are withering.

Leaves touched by the ash gradually crumble, and trees shrink slowly as if their life force is being drained.

And right beside me sat Eileen, whose wounds were increasing from contact with the ash.

"There, well done...! The carriage has passed, so now ugh... it's okay."

When did she get here?

I'm not sure.

I no longer have the mental capacity to recall such things.

Just.

At some point when I looked to the side, Eileen was sitting next to me.

She had moved to the driver's seat and was holding me tightly.

While I was quite grateful for that, I also grew increasingly worried about her condition.

Even in this situation, ash continued to spew and scatter.

Wounds kept appearing one by one on her body as she stayed by my side.

Her pretty outfit became disheveled, and blood droplets flowed from the punctured wounds.

They would be restored by my healing magic, only to become disheveled again and form bright red blood drops in a repeating cycle.

"I'm... sor-heh... ry..."

"I'm fine...! There's no problem at all!"

That's why, despite telling her several times to stay away from me, she hugged me with a bright smile.

As I've always thought, she's a troublemaking child who never listens.

So I looked at her briefly with trembling eyes and cracked the reins again.

"Hehe, quick... Heh, I'll go quickly."

In other words.

I thought such actions were reckless and foolish, something only a child would do.

However, thanks to that, I was somehow able to maintain my sanity and keep moving forward.

Slowly, gradually.

Little by little, her blood soaked my robe.

The black robe was turning dark red as time passed.







And so.

As time flowed, the bright sky gradually changed.

Beyond the purple landscape, it began to darken.

And I stared blankly from the rattling carriage.

- Name: Ain
- Age: 19
- Status: Good
- Location: Bercio, a place where space and time are tangled and crossed

I gazed at only that.

- Name: Ain
- Age: 19
- Status: Good
- Location: Bercio, a place where space and time are tangled and crossed

And looked at it once more.

- Name: Ain
- Age: 19
- Status: Good
- Location: Bercio, a place where space and time are tangled and crossed

Wanting to meet him soon, wanting to embrace him.

Wanting to tell him I missed him, and perhaps even gather the courage to whisper that I love him.

With so many trivial and numerous things I wanted to tell him.

I kept looking at the device even while driving the carriage.

And.

Perhaps because of how I looked, Eileen's voice was heard softly.

"Yaaawn... we've come quite far... Lady Asha, if we go as far as we've already traveled, we'll reach the ruins. Roughly... mmm... we'll definitely arrive within 3 days..."

Having stayed up all night driving the carriage with me, she was nodding off.

Even so, she would occasionally jerk her shoulders and then firmly grasp my waist.

Her half-drowsy eyes were also severely bloodshot like mine.

Drowsy with sleep, she would scratch at the wounds torn by the ash, then wince in pain.

Then she would slightly open her eyes, look at me, and smile brightly.

"..., heh."

"Yaaawn... ugh. Should I just laugh along with you? Hehe! Hehehe...!"

She occasionally made strange sounds in her typical Eileen way.

"Hehe... shut up and just sleep. This isn't... something to joke about... hehe."

"Yes. Then... uh. I'll sleep just a little bit..."

Actually, that aspect of her was what made her so Eileen-like and endearing.

Though sometimes vexing and annoying, it couldn't be helped now.

So.

With only the rattling sound and my snickering left to be heard.

"..."

I looked at her sleeping form and thought.

In truth, no matter how much I think about it, there's still one thing I can't understand.

Even Eileen right beside me.

Mr. Rendo from the grocery store, Rein and Zuben, Idrin and Innkeeper Yansen, Director Rini.

And Ain, the one I love.

Although I always felt extremely grateful and thankful.

I truly don't understand why they help me to this extent.

"Hehe, hee..."

Simply trying to appear normal wasn't enough reason for their consideration and affection.

Because I am ash-colored.

Even without citing how everyone in the world hates and rejects ash-color.

Even without mentioning the negative perceptions accumulated over hundreds and thousands of years.

My ridiculous appearance proves it right now.

It was proven by my inability to properly control emotions that had finally burst out.

So.

"..."

Why on earth do they worry about and care for me?

Why do they stay by my side?


- Name: Ain

How can they say it's okay after seeing me like this?

How can they smile at me despite seeing me like this?

- Age: 19

I've always been curious about that.

- Status: Danger

- Location: Bercio, a place where space and time are tangled and crossed, ¤?&€.

However.

Now I'm not sure.

"A... in?"

As the letters floating on the device began to change.

After those two words were engraved in my mind, I had no time for such complicated thoughts.

My heart pounded wildly and grew intensely hot.

My head, conversely, began to cool.

- Status: Danger

This is no time to be swayed by emotions.

- Status: Danger

This is no time to be struggling to suppress emotions.

Danger.

"Eileen."

Danger.

"Mmm... ugh. Why are you suddenly calling... eh, Lady Asha?"

Danger.

"I'm going ahead."

Danger.

"What... what do you meaaAAHHH!!"

Danger.

With my mind completely filled with those two words, I immediately jumped off the carriage.

Ash swirls around me wildly.

Gloomy mana colors everything around me.

Ash or whatever.

Whether my ash-colored identity is exposed or not.

"Ain."

Ain.

Ain is in danger.

Ain must not be in danger.

So I must go to Ain quickly.

Nothing is more important to me than that.
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I wandered through the long stretches of streets, opening doors and looking around, but the space-time door we desperately wanted wouldn't open.

However, that doesn't mean we just stood around without entering anywhere.

"If we mix this newly created reagent developed by Prytis scholars with the existing drug... Look here. It clearly creates possibilities in a different direction."

"Wow... a-amazing..."

"Haha, you sitting there have such great reactions whenever I explain something! Now everyone, look at the next drug. This time, let's discuss the cure for the Konuta epidemic that once drove people to their deaths."

"K-Konuta epidemic...!"

From the current situation, it seems Avery has excitedly jumped into the role of a scholar at a past drug research conference.

"I don't understand what they're talking about, Ain."

"It's okay, I don't really understand either."

"I want to leave Avery behind, but that wouldn't be right, would it?"

"If you want to see him trapped here forever as a ghost, sure. There's nothing stopping us."

"Ugh, I guess we have no choice then..."

The time one can stay in each space-time is limited, which is why scholars often become ghosts when they get carried away with academic passion and miss their exit time.

And Avery, with his eyes sparkling as he busily takes notes, looks like he'll become a ghost if we don't properly tell him when it's time to leave.

"So, kid, where exactly are we?"

"This is the Pharmaceutical Research Society of Sirka, a fallen nation like the Krisha Society in the Adonia Kingdom where scholars rushed in before. It's also extinct."

"That's a country name I've never heard before, but they're all extinct, I see."

"This one just died out naturally. In a world with magic and divine power, it's actually pretty stupid for an entire country to pursue pharmacology."

A idealistic nation filled with fools like Avery, creating medicines for poor commoners without money or power.

Perhaps the kind of nation Lady Lucia would have wished for—a country created by nobles and scholars working for the common people.

In other words, it remained as a case demonstrating how difficult it is for such idealism to become reality.

At least in this world with mages and divine priests.

Thinking this, I called out to Avery who was deeply focused.

"Avery."

"Oh, if you mix it like that over there... What? Did you call me?"

"We have less than 10 minutes left. If you have questions, you'd better ask quickly before we leave."

His eyes were truly sparkling like stars, and I wanted to let him stay longer, but we didn't have much time left.

When I told him this, Avery nodded urgently and shouted.

"Ah, understood! Scholar, I have a question! As a doctor and pharmacist, what should be done first if a new epidemic begins to spread, even though it hasn't broken out yet...?"

Avery.

Whenever he focused on his work as a doctor, he never stuttered.

He would straighten his hunched back, his eyes would sparkle brighter than ever, and he would speak with a voice full of confidence.

Like back when I was still a rookie adventurer, clumsy and making frequent mistakes.

Just like when he quietly approached me as I was scratching a fresh wound, offering me a vial of medicine he had made himself.

Our space-time travel was mostly like that.

We didn't encounter what each of us desperately wished for, but we entered the next best space-times and gained what we needed.

Just as we became pharmaceutical scholars following Avery, we all became dwarf blacksmiths following Horn's gesture into another space-time.

"Hey! If you hammer like that, you'll damage the blade! Can you even call yourself a dwarf?!"

"Hmm... this is a bit difficult. Show me, show me once more."

Actually, since the children and I didn't really need blacksmithing skills, we just cheered enthusiastically from the side without sweating through the hard work.

"Tsk, this is why youngsters these days are hopeless. Now, watch carefully and follow. Like this! This spot! Hammer it repeatedly with moderate force! Ha! See how it gradually changes! Phew, now try again."

"So... like this! Ha! I hammer it like this?"

"Oh my, what a fool I've seen! How can you not follow something this simple!!! Don't ever tell anyone you're my apprentice!"

It was amusing to see old Horn struggling and getting scolded while trying to learn a lost technique.

"...Could you show me one more time?"

"If you can't follow along this time, my hammer will be pounding your head instead, so consider this your last chance and watch carefully."

"I'll try my best."

Yet it was also quite impressive to see him hammering with all his might, igniting his previously indifferent flame.

Clang! Clang!

"Yes, you're doing it now! I can't believe how much time we wasted on something this simple!"

"Ha, huff! Am I doing this right?"

"Yes! Keep hammering from the thinnest part steadily with consistent force and speed!"

Clang!

The sound of the hammer hitting the anvil rang out crisp and clear as always.

The small red embers flying from the hammer strikes were the same color as the fire burning in Horn's eyes.

After our time was up and we slipped out through the door.

"...I'm well over 500 years old, yet I never expected to be treated like a youngster."

"You were a dwarf blacksmith's apprentice. But hey, you learned something, right?"

"True, I should hammer your sword sometime too."

Old Horn sighed deeply but raised the corner of his mouth.

And then.

"Squire #36, Ain!! Roll left! Roll right! Head down! You fool, can't you even follow that?!"

"Ah, sh—"

"Sh—?! Did a squire just say 'sh—' to his training instructor?!"

"No, that's not what I—!"

"A squire talking back!! Squire #36, you get no sword training today!! Head down!!"

Shit, seriously.

There were definitely some failures along the way.

So.

"You dare laugh while watching punishment during training? Fine. Squires #37, #38, #39, #40, all of you, heads down!!"

Let's not forget that the children, Avery, and old Horn who were giggling at my predicament were also squires in training in this space-time.

"No, shit. I'm 500 years old, you ill-mannered human."

"Shit?! Squire #38, Horn!! I won't let you off with just putting your head down!"

So Horn kindly gave the screaming instructor his middle finger before running away through the door without looking back.

"You fool, why are you actually putting your head down when he tells you to?"

"...Good point."

Come to think of it, I could have just run away too, but for some reason I was putting my head down.

Anyway.

We continued walking through the streets, opening doors to different space-times.

Sometimes we'd see paladins and priests returning from what they thought was a temple, searching for another one.

Or adventurers cursing about finding prostitutes in a place where they were told they could see a saint.

But mostly, the scene was of scholars sitting on the street, resting.

The scholarly passion of those waiting for conferences related to their fields was so intense that it didn't diminish even as their appearance became shabby and filthy.

So.

As we walked around, the children would tug at my clothes and ask:

"Ain, can I give bread to that scholar over there?"

"Ain, I want to give bread to that scholar too."

When we encountered shabby-looking scholars leaning against walls and sighing deeply, they would take out bread and smile brightly.

"You can, but just so you know, don't give it to them like you're giving alms to beggars."

"Okay~"

With my permission, the children would run over to the scholars resting against walls and hand them bread.

I would also approach such scholars and ask questions.

"Hello, scholar."

"Ah, thank you for the bread. I was just getting hungry."

It was, you could say, simple curiosity.

"It's nothing. But I'm curious, what kind of conference are you waiting for?"

I was somewhat curious about what they were waiting for, to be sitting by doors until they became so shabby.

Usually, they were researchers of lost magic or divine arts.

Or those with niche interests like science and pharmacy, or archaeologists studying history.

From asking dozens of scholars so far, most were waiting for doors related to such topics to open.

"Well... I..."

"I'm sorry if that was an uncomfortable question. I was being rude."

So I thought this scholar would probably be waiting for a space-time related to such things too.

"Not at all. I'm waiting for a space-time related to ash-gray. Haha... it's an uncommon research interest, so I'm a bit hesitant to talk about it."

"Ah... but all research is respected here, isn't it?"

"Haha, that's true. There are probably a few more scholars around if you look. We're all scattered about, agreeing to shout and let each other know if that space-time opens."

This scholar awkwardly smiled as he shared my same interest.

"Then has there never been a space-time related to ash-gray until now?"

"Haha, of course there has been. Many times, in fact. But, well... they were all space-times where you had to directly face the ash-gray, so I couldn't bring myself to enter. An ash-gray research conference is too rare a space-time and hasn't opened yet."

"Ah, I see."

"So I'm just waiting aimlessly. Well, it should open at least once, shouldn't it?"

He spoke while munching on the bread the children had shared, and I just nodded vaguely, intending to end the conversation.

We thought we should soon enter another useful space-time.

Of course.

That would have been the case if we hadn't heard a distant shout:

"An ancient conference door has opened here!!"

The scholar who had been sitting weakly against the wall opened his eyes wide and jumped up at that single shout.

"This time it's ash-gray! It seems to be an ash-gray conference!! Ancient language scholars and ash-gray researchers, gather here!!"

"W-what?! An ash-gray conference!! I must hurry! If I miss this one, who knows when another will open!"

He said this and ran off at a speed unbelievable for his skinny frame.

So I also just stared blankly at my companions.

"You fool, run now."

"...Yes. Kids, quickly get in my arms!"

At Horn's words, I came to my senses, picked up the children, and started running frantically.

"Now, those participating in the ancient ash-gray conference, enter here!"

We passed by the person waving their hands and shouting, and holding onto my companions' hands, I jumped into the ominously flickering space-time.

Twisted and tangled, crossed and misaligned.

With eyes closed and breath held, waiting to cross the space-time. At some point, a gust of wind hits your face.

I shook off my body, which had become strangely heavy due to the thick mana floating openly in the air, and slowly opened my eyes.

And.

"ξοτεηλʘɞ."

"œŧŋŦŒŁĦĲåüðǜá."

Before our eyes, an incomprehensible language was being exchanged.

The ancient language scholars who had entered first were frantically transcribing their language.

The few ash-gray researchers were standing beside the busy ancient language scholars with sparkling eyes.

"Kid, shouldn't we also stick close to those ancient language scholars? I can't understand a word."

"That would be right... wait a moment."

We couldn't possibly understand what those words meant.

However.

"фёжЖщ..., чффЭюÐßℇ?"

The ancient language scholars who were transcribing their conversation flinched and stopped their pens.

"øœŧжлюф."

At some point, the eyes of the ancient people who seemed to be engaged in discussion were all directed at me.

It gave me chills.

"...Horn, run to the door right now."

"What? Suddenly what are you..."

It was, so to speak, an alarm for the weak, but sadly it rang too late.

It should have rung as soon as we crossed into this space-time.

"ℋℜℜℑ℄ℇ℈."

With just one word from the ancient person, the door that allowed crossing between space-times closed with a boom and disappeared.

The only door back vanished even before our time was up.

The already thick mana began to boil.

Something had gone wrong.
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In truth.

If I were willing to give up hiding my identity, I did have means to move quickly.

Ash.

Ash powder.

No matter how much I denied it, these things always formed the foundation of who I am.

"Turn to ash."

With that brief murmur, my body crumbled—scattering into ash powder that drifted in the wind.

It was a spell and method I had instinctively discovered, but one I never wanted to use.

Always seeking normalcy, I didn't want to transform into something so abnormal.

More than anything, I didn't want to become this mess—thick and sticky, unmistakably confirming myself as ash-colored.

However.

"Ain."

More important than my bitter feelings was Ain.

- Status: Danger.

Even if I were to be exposed as ash-colored and executed, saving and protecting Ain was hundreds, thousands of times more important to me.

- Status: Danger.

I couldn't prioritize my identity and safety when the one I loved was in mortal danger.

"Ain."

Ain, you must not die.

You must survive somehow, remain safe, and spend your lifetime with me.

"Ain."

You must not die.

You cannot die.

I will save you, even if I have to erase everything in this world that tries to kill you.

"Ain."

Without him, I have no reason to live.

A world without him shouldn't function properly.

If this world kills the person most precious to me, I will overturn everything.

So.

- Status: Danger.

Ain.

If you want me to remain a good person, you absolutely must not die from any danger.

Ain.

You must not die.

Ain.

Ain.

Ain, Ain, Ain.

You can't die.

Don't die.

I'll save you.

You can't die.



And so.

Abandoning the carriage, I turned myself into ash powder and flew on the strong wind.

Eileen had said it would take three days to arrive.

At this speed, I could probably arrive in an hour rather than three days.

That much difference was certainly possible if I didn't have to follow winding, uneven mountain paths with detours.

Thus.

Below on the ground, people in passing carriages and villagers screamed and gasped in shock at my appearance.

The sight of a cloud of ash powder swirling rapidly across the sky was certainly something considered a disaster in this world.

"Kyaaaah!"

"A-ash powder storm!! Disaster is approaching...!"

The many cries they uttered certainly wounded me, but I had no time to dwell on these fresh scars forming in my heart.

I needed to reach the ruins as quickly as possible, even if just a little faster.

- Status: Danger.

The device still indicated Ain's condition was dangerous, so perhaps even an hour might be cutting it close.

Ain.

The mere thought of him dying sent my emotions into chaos.

My mind remained cold, busy thinking of countless ways to save him, but my heart was boiling and pounding madly, causing ash powder to burst forth.

Ash powder covered the sky.

Passing carriages hurriedly moved away from me, and guards in small villages we passed trembled as they raised their modest spears.

I don't know.

I can't predict what aftermath will follow from showing this sight to so many people.

Perhaps I'll have to live as an eternal fugitive.

Perhaps I'll never be able to stand by Ain's side again.

If that truly happens, it would certainly be a very sad and bitter thing, but.

"...Ain."

Then I'll simply...

Save him, and then die alone far away to avoid causing him harm.

I couldn't bear the thought of living alone as a wanderer, never seeing him again.

With that thought, I caused a massive explosion behind me, using the recoil to move even faster.

I could hear screams.

I sensed the shocked cries and confusion of people.

I am certainly that kind of existence to people.

And.

I'm someone who loves one person so deeply that I can easily discard this wretched life.



I can see the ruins.

The ruins are getting closer and closer.

By now, the ash powder I scattered had grown so vast it completely covered the sky.

Finally reaching the shimmer of the ruins, even after returning to human form, the ash continued to envelop my entire body.

"Ain."

Inside, I could see a long street with numerous doors.

And just as many people.

"Ain."

The scholars who had been trying to make sense of the ash powder I was emitting upon entering the Bercio ruins let out shocked cries.

Those who appeared to be paladins and priests immediately pointed their swords and staffs at me.

But they didn't dare approach me.

In the midst of wildly swirling ash powder, there were no heroes willing to risk their lives, so they merely trembled in fear while keeping their distance.

And I looked around with eyes now filled with madness.

Ain was nowhere to be seen.

He must have gone through one of those many doors.

So I immediately scattered mana, and though I could hear people's shouts and screams.

"Footprints."

"Traces."

"The story created by one person."

What I created was a vision of the past.

Grown as vast as my emotions, it covered the entire ruins, showing everyone Ain's footsteps.

The vision passed quickly.

Ain arriving at the ruins by carriage.

Ain following two excited children.

Ain explaining about the ruins to his companions.

Ain coming out of a future candy factory and then entering another door to attend some unknown conference.

Ain repeatedly entering one door after another.

And then.

"Now, those participating in the Ancient Ash Conference, please enter here!"

The vision ended with Ain disappearing through a door following that announcement.

"Ain."

I found the door he had entered.

Though people were still wary of me after the vision ended, their expressions showed confusion about what was happening.

Ignoring them, I grabbed the door Ain had entered and opened it.

Ain.

I'll save you soon...

"...Why?"

Beyond the door wasn't the space-time Ain had entered.

The space-time Ain had entered was called the Ancient Ash Conference, but the scene beyond the door I opened now was the ordinary, peaceful view of some kingdom.

"Why?"

I closed the door and opened it again, but still saw only that same scene.

"Ain?"

- Status: Critical.

Meanwhile, his status had changed again.

So I turned to a trembling scholar standing nearby and asked:

"How can I return this door to the previously opened space-time?"

"Uh, yes...? W-what do you m-mean...?"

"How can I reopen the door to the Ancient Ash Conference that was open before this space-time?"

He was clearly the scholar who had announced the Ancient Ash Conference, so I thought he might know how to reopen that door.

However.

"Th-that's impossible... Those who entered must return on their own, or w-we must wait until it opens again someday... Eek!"

"..."

The only answer I received was that such a thing was impossible.

- Status: Critical.

While the device indicated his impending death, they said there was no way.

I looked around with wild eyes, but others merely nodded with frightened expressions.

So.

Thump-

Thump-

My heart pounded.

My heart began to beat frantically, now dripping dark, sticky ash powder like sewage.

As if encouraging my emotions to run wild, it whispered that Ain would soon die.

However.

My mind remained cold, demanding rational judgment.

If there was no way.

"Ain."

Then I would have to create one.

I am ash-colored.

A disaster as defined by the world.

So if I truly am a disaster capable of devouring the world.

"Ain."

Couldn't I tear apart mere space-time like this?

Though such magic shouldn't exist, couldn't I create it anew?

Because I am ash-colored.

Because I am a disaster.

With that thought, I stretched one hand toward the door.

With my other hand, I pulled out the dream-filled crystal orb from inside my robe and murmured:

"...I'll borrow your dreams. I'm sorry."

From the hexagram engraved in my pupils, sticky ash-colored essence dripped down.

Not ordinary transparent tears, nor red ones mixed with blood, but murky, dark tears flowed down.

Ash-colored mana burst forth wildly, pushing away the trembling scholars and church members who had been pointing swords and staffs at me.

Brilliant light emanated from the crystal orb, while murky light scattered from my body.

What I needed to break through was time and space that had already passed.

"The gait of time."

I wasn't sure if I was doing it right, but I slowly uttered each word.

"The dimension of space."

Even if the spell failed and backlash came, the device kept insisting that Ain's condition was dangerous.

"Fitting together what has been misaligned."

I had to mix the brilliant and murky mana to create a new picture.

And.

What followed my hand began to activate as a spell.

A new magic.

Like the illusion magic I had created to trace Ain's footsteps, this was my own unique magic I had newly created.

It was meant to open the door to the space-time where Ain was trapped.

So with this newly created magic, I made a key and inserted it into the keyhole, turning it.

With a click, the doorknob turned.

With an ominous creaking sound, the firmly closed door began to forcibly open.

The unknown power that had been placed on the door began to break apart.

And so.

What I faced was the scene I had seen in the vision.

But it had changed, now drenched in blood.

I could see a broken blade.

It was certainly the one Ain had carefully maintained and polished.

I could see armor crushed beyond recognition.

It was certainly the expensive item Ain had purchased with trembling hands.

I could see a severed bracelet lying on the ground.

It was certainly the one I had given him as a gift and tied around his wrist.

I could see two broken beads.

The colorful beads that foolish, stupid me had given him long ago were scattered about.

And.

With his arms and legs all torn off, biting a broken sword hilt with his mouth.

Blocking the path before those who had already fallen, roaring like a beast, was Ain.

The Ain I had been searching for so desperately.

"Ain!!"

And so.

Such things appeared before my eyes.
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What exactly is a prophecy?

How can someone possibly know and anticipate future events, casually spitting them out as prophecies?

I actually had these thoughts when I received the letter from Litera.

Though the letter that arrived from there wasn't exactly a prophecy, I found it even more fascinating than Asha's letter from the future.

Even knowing it was a type of magic, witnessing it firsthand was truly an astonishing sight.

How, among countless people in the world, had they observed me and determined my path? How could they know so much from such a distant past?

I think I found it both fascinating and frightening that someone with absolutely no connection to me had been watching and prophesying about me.

As far as I knew, ancient prophets weren't just limited to one person.

It was an era overflowing with those who had mastered magic to its extreme, and seeing the future was just one of many ancient magical arts that had been lost.

The prophet who sent the prophetic letter to Litera simply chose a rather refined hobby, while many other prophets were far less refined.

Like the Tevris ruins left behind by the magical storm, or the man-eating flower that became the reason for a small village's existence.

Likely many things we'd encounter moving forward would remain as such remnants.

In other words, ancient mages weren't all refined and deeply thoughtful.

Some were clearly evil, and some definitely intended to use prophecy for malicious purposes.

By observing and prophesying the future.

There were people who would cackle as they watched others stumble and die, caught in the nets they had cast.

So.

Ancient things stretch and awaken one by one.

"œŧжлюф."

Those who uttered such incomprehensible ancient language.

"œ..., ah. Aah, you've come of your own accord."

After clearing their throat a few times, they spoke again, now in our language.

However, the words of someone surrounded by such thick and abundant mana don't sound like they come from the same person.

"How dare you, foolish one who seeks to save the Ashen Witch."

The deep, resonant voice that echoed through the space reached the ears of not just me, but everyone who had entered with me.

"Amusingly, you've come here of your own free will."

Their eyes burned with what seemed like anger, and the corners of their mouth gradually rose, splitting grotesquely as if possessed by madness.

So.

Faced with such a sight, we instinctively stepped back.

The scholars who had entered with us looked at me and the ancient mages with shocked expressions, putting away their papers and hiding behind wide desks.

My thinking had been shallow.

The problem was rushing in without a second thought when I heard "Ash Research Society."

Since the Tevris ruins were created by magical conflicts between ancient mages.

Perhaps the forced spatial-temporal interventions, perception reductions, or alterations occurring here didn't affect them.

I had simply thought of it as a fictional safety measure, but I should have considered that it might be massive magic fixed in place by them.

"Horn, the door..."

"It's closed and completely disappeared. There's no escape route at all."

However.

We had already entered this place, and if the door back had vanished, we were now merely pilgrims drifting through space and time.

"Then just remember we need to survive."

"Right. I never thought my last days as a dwarf would be as a space-time specter."

At my words, Horn sighed deeply and stood in front of the children and Avery, raising his shield.

Of course, there was still one option left.

"Actually, we still have one option."

"W-what...? What is it?"

"Kill the caster of the magic."

The space-time door was currently forcibly closed by magical power.

That meant the principle applied that if the magic caster disappeared, it would be restored to its original state.

Normally, the space-time door would only disappear after a time limit of about an hour, so with barely 5 minutes having passed, there was still plenty of opportunity to reopen the door and cross over.

"...Just say we're going to die. Do those guys look like two minor black mages from Tevris to you?"

And obviously, tricks wouldn't work against mages surrounded by that much mana, so it was just a theoretical explanation, an impossible story.

"So first we should try dialogue. I'll take that role, so please hide well behind me."

So saying, I sent my companions to the back.

With one trembling hand on my sword hilt and the other hidden behind my waist, I stepped forward alone.

"..."

I'm going to die.

I really feel like I'm going to die.

"Hah..."

I'd already survived several brushes with death by taking on roles that didn't suit me, but this time death had truly approached and tapped me on the shoulder.

So I spoke.

"Holy and noble ancient mage, is it because of me?"

After taking several deep breaths to calm my trembling body, I spoke.

"Have I offended you?"

"Foolish one who seeks to save the Ashen Witch, your choices and decisions will bring down the world."

I had absolutely no confidence in winning a fight anyway.

The very concept of fighting requires somewhat equal power, and what would happen between a humble, powerless adventurer and ancient mages would be nothing but one-sided slaughter.

So I took another step forward and spoke again.

"Was my existence an interference in the future you observed?"

"You have sprinkled ashes on our noble plan to eliminate the Ashen Witch and create a peaceful world."

"..."

Seeing their vicious reaction, I had suspected it, but.

In other words, this wasn't the Ash Research Society but the Ash Elimination Research Society.

And a foolish man struggling to save the Ashen Witch had walked right into the ancient Ash Elimination Research Society.

"From the moment you entered this place, no other future can be observed. The fate of the foolish one is decided."

"I have a request."

"Meet your end."

So.

"Please kill only me, who has sprinkled ashes on your plans, and show mercy by releasing the others."

"..."

"Punish only me who has offended you, and please reopen the space-time door so they won't become specters and can return safely."

Even if I died, I hoped at least the others would be spared.

And in response to my declaration, a thunderous shout came from behind.

"Y-you crazy bastard! What the hell are you saying?!"

That was from Horn, who uncharacteristically had his eyes wide open as he drew his hammer and tried to charge forward.

"A-Ain, brother...!"

"Ain, what are you saying...!"

Those were the panicked words of the two children struggling in Avery's grasp.

And Avery was holding the children with his eyes closed. While I appreciated that, I could never predict what that guy would do even until the moment of death.

I glanced at the scene behind me and spoke again.

"If you've observed the future, don't you know they're innocent?"

I don't know.

I can't see any way for us to survive.

My companions and I without a speck of mana, scholars trembling while clutching their papers.

In this space where the door has closed and trapped us, I can't think of any way to escape with everyone.

So.

"Please show mercy with just my life."

Couldn't they at least spare the people other than me, who had openly declared they would kill me?

With such thoughts, I looked up at the mage, and the ancient mage who had approached right in front of me stared back and answered.

"Very well. We shall show mercy to the others."

"...Thank you."

With his words, the space-time door that had disappeared reappeared.

The scholars looked at the sight and gulped, while Horn and the children continued to shout loudly.

And then.

"Cut off their arms."

"Guh, gaaah...! Aaaagh!!"

Along with the following words, screams mixed in from behind.

"Then tear out their tongues and eyes."

"Kyaaaah!! It hurts, it hur-, mmph...!"

The mage's mouth corners slowly rose as if about to tear, and his eyes stared directly at me with mockery.

"I shall personally bestow the mercy of being able to return."

The scholars who had approached the door first were transformed into a miserable state.

Blood flowing from behind reached where I stood, soaking my shoes.

The door that had reopened briefly as if to mock us had already disappeared.

"...Why."

"We leave no possibility, no variable."

With those words, the ancient mages grinned and raised their hands.

So I drew my sword and shouted.

"Avery! Protect the kids! Horn, come quickly!!"

Of course, it was a meaningless gesture and words.

"O-okay... Aaaagh!!"

"I was just about to... Gaaah...!"

Those without any power or talent simply collapsed with just one gesture.

Horn and Avery both fell, spitting blood.

The children hadn't been touched yet, and they trembled, soaked in Avery's blood.

"Ah, what a beautiful sight."

And so.

The sword I swung broke powerlessly along with the mage's playful words.

With a crack, the armor I was wearing was instantly torn away.

The dagger I pulled out and swung turned to dust the moment it touched his barrier, and with a thud, both my arms burst.

"Observe the future, change the future."

The bracelet.

The bracelet Asha gave me broke and rolled far away.

"Ah..."

And with another thud, my legs twisted grotesquely and were torn off, causing me to collapse.

Two beads rolled out from my possession to the mage's feet.

Though I couldn't see his expression since I had already collapsed, he seemed to play with the beads, tapping them before stepping on them with a crack, shattering them.

"We have built a beautiful world where the Ashen Witch does not exist."

"..."

I can't even scream.

I've lost too much blood from my torn limbs to know what I'm doing.

I just bit down on the sword hilt that fell in front of me.

"Ah, what an amusing sight."

I think I was howling like a beast.

And.

Like a flashback, I thought of wanting to see a certain woman.

I missed the beautiful woman who always looked at me with a bright smile.

"Ain!!"

I remembered the woman who always called my name with affection and ran over to hold my hand.

"Ain, Ain!! Wake up...! Ain!!"

I think I missed the woman who would hug me tightly and nuzzle her face against my chest.

Perhaps because I was filled with such thoughts.

"Ain!!"

"...A-sha...?"

"Yes, it's Asha. I've come to save you, so, so...!"

Impossible scenes flickered before my eyes like hallucinations.

Ash scatters.

Mana fluctuates in a form more intense and fierce than ever before.

The arms and legs of the ancient mage right in front of me instantly turn to ash and disappear.

The beautiful woman holding my broken body while dropping pearl-like tears briefly filled my vision.

However, I have no memory after that.

I stared blankly at those scenes before losing consciousness.
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"Ain!!"

I shouted as I leaped through the doorway.

A scene drenched in blood appeared before me.

Scholars lay collapsed nearest to the door, rattling and writhing, while a bit further away I could see Ain's companions—the dwarf, the eccentric one, and the children.

However, there was someone in an even more critical state than those who already looked quite serious.

Ain.

Ain was right in front of me.

"Ash-colored!! How dare you tear through magic and enter, you cursed being!"

There was Ain, with his limbs torn apart, biting down on a sword hilt, still shouting.

His eyes were already hollow and on the verge of emptiness, his body trembling like he was having a seizure from losing too much blood.

"Ain, Ain!! Wake up...! Ain!!"

I blocked the incoming magic while urgently picking up his body and shouting.

His body.

What remained of his body—too incomplete to even properly call a body—was light.

Thump- thump-

His heartbeat was far too weak.

Unlike my own heart, which was beating roughly and fiercely as if about to burst, his was beating incredibly faintly.

I immediately poured healing magic into him, but even in the midst of my emotional turmoil, the healing process was frustratingly slow.

Perhaps it was because of those ancient mages around us, who were staring at me with wide, shocked eyes while hurling magic at me.

And in the midst of all this, Ain's eyes, which could barely focus, turned toward me.

"Ain!!"

His eyes, uncharacteristically cloudy and murky, held me in their gaze as if they couldn't believe what they were seeing.

"...A, sha...?"

His voice, uncharacteristically cracked and mixed with blood, uttered my name as if in a dream.

"Yes, it's Asha. I came to save you, so, so...!"

Of course, after just that look and a single word, he finally dropped his head with a thud.

Swish swish-

Ash powder swirled around.

"Ash-colored, don't try to change the predetermined future! That's not something you can change with your status...! Ugh, why is my mana...!"

I grabbed the arm of the mage who had been standing right in front of Ain and tore it off.

"Until I kill every last one of you..."

Hoping to see those eyes, wide with shock, crushed with pain, I also grabbed and tore off his leg.

"Urgh...! Die, product of a curse!"

However, even with his limbs torn off, rather than writhing in pain, he began drawing a massive magic circle in the air.

The murmuring of the ancient mages grew louder, and some of them flinched and stepped back in surprise at my presence.

But in truth, more of them didn't.

"Ah, bring down punishment!"

They were the originators who had established the system of magic from a distant past.

Though they might not have been the central figures, even an ordinary ancient mage would be skilled enough to occupy the highest positions in the magic guilds of the present era.

That's what I knew.

So magic rained down.

All kinds of strange and unknown magic, as well as familiar magic from the present era, all poured down on me.

However.

"Just until I kill them all and complete my revenge."

My voice, seemingly calm, was coated with something viscous.

Even as I watched the incoming magic, my ash-colored eyes gleamed coldly, and once again, ash-mixed tears—ominous and gloomy—streamed down.

"Hold on until then, Ain."

For the Ash-colored, emotion is the source of power.

So, it was different from when I faced the dark mages in the underground of Tevris.

A mage is a being that becomes obsolete if they just stand still, so they shouldn't stick to the same methods.

So I didn't deploy defensive magic.

Instead.

I grabbed the air with my hands and ripped it apart with a crunch, tearing and rending the space-time around me to devour the incoming magic.

"ΦΩβεΞΘ!!"

"..., ξωℑℇøöä!"

I don't even know exactly how I managed to do it.

But I know for certain that I can do it.

"Abominable ash-colored... we should have exterminated you all before you awakened your power."

The ancient mage, who had somehow regenerated his arms and legs and stood up, looked at me and said that, and I glanced at him briefly before eliminating all the doors remaining in this space.

No one can escape.

No one.

No one will be able to return alive from this space.

Thinking this, I once again grabbed and tore the air.

Each time I forcibly opened space-time, chunks of mana drained away, but right now I was in a state of unending emotional turmoil.

I reopened the space-time where the magic that had flown at me earlier existed and dropped it right in front of them.

I was curious about what kind of magic it had been, but that question was soon answered.

Arms that had been perfectly intact were instantly crushed and torn apart.

Tongues and teeth were all ripped out, eyeballs were plucked, and ears were crushed.

They collapsed with grotesque appearances after being hit by their own magic, unable to even scream properly.

One by one, they began to writhe in pain before trembling and dying.

"ⳜⳒⳢⳠ⳪ⲮⲜ...!! ⳜⳒⳢⳠ⳪ⲮⲜ...!"

They uttered incomprehensible words.

"ⳜⳒⳢⳠ⳪ⲮⲜ...!!"

They wailed, uttering words I had no need to understand.

Some of them, even in that state, bowed and prostrated themselves before me as if begging for their lives, but I only looked down at them with cold eyes.

Absolutely, never would I let a single one of them live.

I would brutally exterminate all the ancient mages who dared to try to kill Ain.

Then.

In the moment I turned my eyes away, some of them opened the doors I had closed and escaped, but it didn't really matter.


"The Stride of Time."

"The Dimension of Space."

"Fitting together what has been misaligned."


I simply tore open the dimension again with my bare hands with a ripping sound, and grabbed the necks of those who were crawling away from me, dragging them back.

It was quite impressive how they still wriggled and tried to escape even with their limbs torn off.

But no.

I absolutely cannot allow them to escape.

How dare they touch my Ain, tear off his arms and crush his legs.

Making him shed tears of blood, and finally bringing him to the threshold of death.

Even destroying the bracelet and two beads I had given to Ain.

The price for those accumulated sins.

They have not yet paid for it.

"Urgh... damn ash-colored...! I curse you, curse you and curse you again!!"

Come to think of it, there was still one who was blocking magic and raging while all the other mages were dying.

"How dare...! How dare an ash-colored like you run rampant like this!!"

I had left only one ancient mage—the one who had stood right in front of Ain, looking down at him with mockery.

So I stared at him intently.

"You will never return alive...! I will surely kill you!"

I watched as he shouted this, unleashed all kinds of magic, and then rushed at me.

Perhaps he thought that since magic would just be devoured by my tearing of space-time, he would try hand-to-hand combat.

But I just.

Devoured his magic, then spat it back at him.

As he charged at me, seemingly forgetting that I was ash-colored, I attached ash powder to his body and erased his limbs.

I looked down at him as he collapsed at my feet with a thud.

I gathered mana to create large spikes and drove them one by one into his spine.

"Urgh...! Argh!! Ugh, hehehe...."

As he began to laugh as if he had lost his mind, I drove more spikes into various parts of his body and attached ash powder to his severed limbs to prevent regeneration.

"I should have killed him earlier... has the future changed again...? Heh, hehehe...."

I don't understand what he's trying to say.

Actually, I didn't want to know.

This man was an enemy who had tried to kill Ain.

I don't even want to exchange words with him.

"Pretending to care for people... hehehe.... You're nothing but a cursed creation. Abominable ash-colored...!"

So.

"It doesn't matter. I will live a life solely for Ain."

With those final words, I crushed and burst his head.

The space had become even more blood-soaked than when I had entered.

I stood there alone.


And now the healing magic finally begins to work properly.

A warm green light, unlike my usual mana, descended.

Ain.

Ain is breathing.

Thank goodness.

I'm so relieved he's alive.

"Ain."

His severed arms and legs slowly begin to regenerate, and the blood that had flowed out too much also finds its way back.

"Ain."

Though he still hasn't regained consciousness due to the shock, his breathing is becoming steady.

"Ain."

The bracelet is once again fastened to his wrist, and the beads have also gathered round and entered his possession.

"Ain."

Perhaps this would have been impossible under normal circumstances.

However.

Because right now, I am the ash-colored disaster with unending mana due to my surging emotions.

So just for now, I can do it.

"Ain."

So.

"My Ain."

Now I will never leave your side.

You are mine.









When I emerged through the space-time door carrying Ain, I was greeted by numerous staffs and swords.

Though the ash powder I had been emitting had subsided after saving Ain, returning me to my normal appearance, they still looked at me with expressions of fear.

"...Please step aside for now."

However, I couldn't deal with each of them one by one because behind me were the scholars and Ain's companions, floating on mana.

I ignored the weapons and took a step forward.

In fact, I had now reached a level where I couldn't be captured by people of their caliber, so it wouldn't be a problem even if they cast a few spells or swung their swords at me.

Perhaps now only someone on the level of a Hero or Saint could kill me.

I'm not sure.

So after extracting the last scholar from the space-time, I simply walked through the streets, taking only Ain and his companions with me.

People's gazes fixed on me.

Some looked shocked, others suspicious.

"Paladin Order!! Assemble!! For God, we shall subjugate the ash-colored!"

And from behind me, I clearly heard such a voice.

Of course, I paid no attention.

Even as they approached me with thunderous footsteps.

I continued down the street, opening doors one by one, looking for a suitable space-time where we could rest, and entered there.

The one-hour limit.

Such things no longer held much meaning for me.

I headed toward a cozy inn where Ain and his companions could rest well.



Hmm.

Come to think of it.

Where could Eileen be?

Since I could keep embracing Ain, my emotions, though still pounding, had settled down and become calm.

Only now did I remember her.







********







"Kyaaaah!!! Kiyaah!!!"

The carriage is racing!

I'm driving a carriage I've never driven before, speeding madly down a mountain path!!

Well.

"Imper, Imper!! Nooooo!!!"

You see, right after Asha disappeared, a group of Imper appeared out of nowhere!!

The Imper group chasing us from behind must be as hated by the horses as they are by me!!

We're just racing madly along the connected path, Asha!!

Save me, save me!!!

"Kiyaak!! Please, stop!! The ruins are too far away, Asha!!"

I can't even sleep, what is this...!
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I had a dream.

No.

I think I had a dream.

It was surely a terrible dream where everyone died at the hands of ancient mages.

That dream, which was about to reach such an ending...

At the very edge, it gave me what I wanted and erased only the last few lines to correct itself.

Asha.

The beautiful and mysterious ash-colored woman.

In the moment just before death, she held me in her arms and dropped tears mixed with ash—that sight was truly dreamlike.

The way she tore through the closed space-time to rush to me and confronted the ancient mage whom we had no way to deal with—that was certainly something extraordinary.

So I don't know.

I'm quite stupid and foolish, so I can't tell if this is reality or not.

The image of Asha that I last captured before losing consciousness was even more unreal than a dream, so unbelievable.

So even while unconscious, I had to keep recalling the ash that filled my blurry vision and her face, furrowed with concern.

And then.

There was a hand gently stroking and caressing my forehead.

There was a hand that softly grasped mine when it poked out from under the blanket, fidgeting with each of my fingers.

Gentle breaths flowed and touched my face, becoming disturbed, and strangely excited breaths were exhaled, sticking to me.

In my hazy state, the only presence I could feel was filled with all sorts of emotions.

No matter how much I pondered, only one person came to mind who would show me such gestures.

So I spoke while still keeping my eyes closed.

"Asha."

Though my eyes were still closed and I couldn't see, I could be certain.

"It's been a while."

At my words, she flinched and trembled, squeezing the hand she was holding—I'm certain it could only be her.

And.

The answer came.

"Yes. It's been a while, Ain."

A voice that was familiar yet strangely awkward, flowing calmly and deeply, reached my ears.

So I finally opened my closed eyes and looked at her.

There was a woman looking down at me, having become more feminine during those three years.

Ash-colored hair and ash-colored eyes.

Pale white skin and a slender face.

However, her delicate hand gently approached and covered my eyes.

As if wanting to hide my eyes from view, she blocked my sight and spoke again.

"It took so long... so I came to find you myself... Perhaps you've come to hate me for leaving the Empire...?"

"..."

As if she had been thinking about this the whole time while I was unconscious, she asked so cautiously.

All sorts of emotions were evident in her slightly trembling voice.

It was probably fear.

The fear of receiving hatred from me, or perhaps the terror of being abandoned again.

"Being ash-colored, was it wrong for me to leave the Empire...?"

That's the deep emotion she always carried even when we were together in the Empire.

It was her inner feelings that always flowed slightly through her fingertips as she firmly held my hand, even while smiling brightly at me.

Always hiding it tightly and pulling my hand, the things I had pretended not to notice slipped out through her lips.

"Even if I had reasons, I still killed people... am I no longer a good child...?"

"..."

Good child.

Good person.

That was probably what I had forced upon her again and again when she was young, because she was ash-colored.

Fearing that her emotions might surge and lead to wrong judgments, I had said it over and over like brainwashing.

If she had been an ordinary person, she would have long forgotten it and lived without concern, but for her, it was deeply embedded in her mind, accompanying every word and action.

"Please... don't hate me... I'll be a good person..."

Unlike when she was young and busy hiding everything, after three years, she now revealed those inner thoughts to me first.

Even after saving me from the brink of death, she was quick to say "don't hate me."

So.

I grabbed the hand covering my eyes and pulled it gently.

To dispel her needless worries and anxiety, I embraced her softly like when she was young and spoke again.

"It's been a while, Asha. Thank you for saving me."

"Ah..."

"Besides, I clearly told you that once the bracelet was broken, you could do as you wished."

"..."

"So it's okay. I don't hate you at all."

I continued patting her back until her trembling body calmed down.

And as time passed and she became composed.

"Ain, I missed you."

"Yeah, me too...? No...! Wait, don't do that!"

She bit my neck, leaving a mark, just like when she was young.

After binding my struggling body with mana as I tried to stop her action, she looked at me with eyes curved like half-moons and then bit my neck with a "chomp."

"Heehee."

"..."

This is a bit.

Scary.

Anyway.

Following Asha's guidance, I was able to meet my companions who were starting to wake up in other rooms.

"Ah, well... First of all, thank you for saving us."

"Not at all. As Ain's companions, it was only natural."

"Well... still, gratitude is gratitude."

Horn, acting uncharacteristically awkward, glanced at Asha and bowed his head.

After that awkward expression of thanks, Horn approached me and whispered cautiously while glancing at Asha.

"Young lad, in the meantime, such intense... Well. I do find it a bit much, but if it's human culture, I won't stop it. Still, with children around, some restraint would be..."

"...I was just bitten, you know."

"Yes, let's go with that. Being saved and all, well, if that's what it is."

"No, it's really true."

Sure enough.

He immediately nodded while looking at the marks all over my neck.

And the children came running over and looked back and forth between me and Asha, contemplating.

"Pretty sister!"

"Pretty miss!"

Finally, with sparkling eyes, they approached not me but Asha and hugged her.

"...Traitors."

Though they surely heard my muttering, the two children paid no mind and hugged Asha's legs as they spoke.

"Thank you for saving us, pretty sister!"

"Thank you, pretty miss!"

"...No. I was just doing what needed to be done."

Asha seemed flustered by the children's words and actions, fidgeting and looking at me, but.

"Wow! When we look up, we can't see your face! You're so tall!"

"..."

"...That's blatantly rude, you two."

I was also dumbfounded as I looked at the children, but following their words, I subtly raised my gaze.

Let's just say, there were watermelons hidden under her robe.

"Ain, that's a lecherous gaze."

"No... sorry."

So Asha stared at me intently and then raised the corners of her mouth with a strange smile.

Finally, Avery.

"Oh... first, may I draw a little b-blood? There might be p-progress in my research, haha..."

Let's just move on.

That guy is extraordinary in many ways too.

And so we introduced ourselves.

Horn and Avery, seeing Asha for the first time, were busy glancing at her curiously, while the two children, regardless of her being ash-colored, just claimed Asha's thighs as their seats.

"So, it's a bit late to ask, but where exactly are we?"

"Your formal speech is ridiculous."

"Well, young lad. She saved our lives. If you save my life too, I'll speak formally to you as well."

"I'll make sure to do so."

Though we bickered briefly, I also became curious about where we were, like Horn, and looked at Asha.

"It's a different space-time. I don't know the era or place, but it seemed like a good place to rest, so I entered."

Asha responded to our question as if it wasn't a big deal.

"Huh...?"

"What...?"

"Eeh?"

"I-I think it's been well over an hour already..."

Of course, unlike her, we all froze in our relaxed demeanor at that one sentence.

According to Asha, we had been asleep for well over an hour, which meant the door to the space-time we needed to return to might have disappeared.

So we all looked at Asha with a clatter, but she tilted her head and then nodded as if she understood.

"If you're worried about the time limit, it's fine. I can open the door again."

Saying that, she uttered an incantation that we couldn't understand.

With that, ash began to flutter gently.

Suddenly, a glowing key made of mana appeared in her hand.

As if it were nothing, she inserted the key into the air and turned it, and as she said, the door that had disappeared opened again.

"You can leave anytime, so don't worry."

"Wow..."

We could only stare in amazement.

So.

Only then did we feel reassured and begin to wonder about where we were.

"Ain, where do you think this is?"

"Hmm, it doesn't seem to be the distant past or future. The architectural style seems to be... from the Empire. Judging by the multiple rooms, it might be the home of a wealthy person or a noble."

Since it was a peaceful scene, Horn, Avery, and the twins seemed to give us space with knowing looks, forming a team of four and wandering around.

"Hmm... the scenery visible through the window definitely seems to be the Empire. Ah, it's the capital. I can see the market street in the distance. Shall we go take a look?"

"We probably won't be allowed to go that far. The space-time permitted to us is likely just this mansion."

I was exploring the vast mansion with Asha, checking if there were any owners or servants.

"Hmm, I think I could make it possible."

"Really...?"

"Yes, I think I can expand the restricted range."

"Oh, then going there..."

As Asha and I were conversing, the sound of footsteps came from behind us.

And.

"Hmm? Ain, what are you doing there? Who's that woman beside you...?"

That voice clearly reaching my ears was quite familiar, and it was similar to the voice being uttered beside me.

"Hmm... ah, I see. Heehee, this is interesting."

Though it was a very similar voice, unlike now, it flowed playfully with giggles.

Asha and I turned our heads with wide eyes to look behind us.

What we saw was.

A woman in a neat and sophisticated dress.

A woman wearing intellectual-looking glasses, holding an open book in one hand, and smirking.

She was definitely older than now, looking more classic and elegant, perhaps even more beautiful—an ash-colored woman standing before us.

Click-clack.

"Ah, Bercio... brings back memories. You must be quite injured, so feel free to rest here before leaving."

Click-clack.

Making footstep sounds as she approached us, she looked up at me with a smile quite different from now.

Fluttering her delicate hand, she tapped my nose and spoke to me.

"So, Ain, did you receive the letter I sent?"

"You, you... Could it be that you...?"

"Heehee, pretty name, isn't it? I think I'm better at naming things than you, Ain."

With her eyes seductively curved, the finger that had touched my nose traced down to my lips, then to my neck covered in marks.

"What is this, like some beast."

With one flick, all the deep red marks disappeared.

Perhaps that's why.

In other words, the Asha beside me frowned deeply and glared at her other self.

"Don't touch Ain."

Saying that, she slapped away the finger still touching my neck.

However.

"My, Ain wouldn't like such an aggressive woman."

"...Be quiet and go your way. I've warned you."

"Heehee, I wonder what will happen if I do this?"

She continued to smirk at the frowning Asha and gently embraced me.

So.

Ash fluttered, and more ash swirled.

"...I'll kill you."

"Is that all you can do?"

The smirking Asha and the frowning Asha bickered with me in the middle.

No, damn it.

At this rate, I'm really going to die.
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A competitor.

There's a crazy woman right in front of me who dares to covet my Ain.

If you ask whether it doesn't matter since she's my future self...

I would retort by asking if you could say that after seeing how she lustfully scanned Ain's face and neck.

It's absurd to think that way after seeing her sinister behavior—licking her lips while erasing all the intense marks I left on him.

"Die. Just die right there."

"Hehe, your magic is so lukewarm that it's too hard to die."

"...I'll really kill you."

Besides, that woman who spits out mocking words with that smirk cannot possibly be my future self.

I haven't grown up to be such a frivolous and shallow person.

I've continuously strived to become a polite, mature, modest, and elegant lady.

So the idea that I would become someone who leers at Ain so lewdly and mocks and ridicules others is simply impossible.

Therefore.

I tore open space-time with my hands and pushed her through the gap.

I closed the rift that had opened, hoping she would never return.

"W-wait, Asha, you shouldn't do that...? No matter what, she's still you...?"

Ain was looking at the closed space-time, perhaps thinking that woman was also me, but.

I denied his words while dusting off my hands.

"It's fine. That can't be me. The idea that such a person is my future is absurd..."

"Oh my, how should I make it believable?"

"..."

No, I tried to deny it.

I would have certainly done so if I hadn't seen the space-time I had firmly closed reopen with a creaking sound, and that annoying face poking through with another smirk.

She emerged naturally as if nothing had happened and closed the space-time with a flick of her finger.

Then, as I tried to attack her again, she simply clapped her hands once, and the magic I was about to cast completely scattered.

"Hmm, shall we stop playing around now?"

"..."

In truth, I knew.

My future self was so strong that I couldn't even inflict a single wound on her no matter how hard I tried.

"I was being a bit mischievous because it was fascinating. I apologize."

"Don't touch Ain."

"I won't touch him, so please stop frowning. I look prettier when I smile, don't I?"

Even as she pressed the corner of my mouth with her annoying fingertip, my magic wouldn't reach her.

From the beginning, with just one clap of her hands, all my mana had been scattered.

"Remove your hand."

"So fussy. Was I really this prickly and cold in the past? Don't you think so, Ain?"

"No, well... I, I don't know, so you two figure it out... or you figure it out yourself... um, I just don't know."

"Don't even speak to Ain."

"Look at this. I'm just being friendly, and you're being so harsh."

So I pouted my lips.

It was quite frustrating to know there was nothing I could do despite my immense dissatisfaction.

Moreover.

"Hehe, cute."

"That's severe narcissism."

"Nothing new. I clearly thought I was pretty and cute even back then, didn't I?"

"I did not, Ain. That's a lie."

The problem was that no matter how much I denied it, she and I were the same person.

"Hmm, if you're going to be like that, should I reveal all the things you haven't told Ain yet? Actually, around this time, I occasionally..."

"I-I am narcissistic...! I thought I was pretty, Ain..."

In other words, I couldn't defeat her with words either, as she was too skilled and perhaps even showed experience in every word she spoke.

I was defeated by that smirking face that seemed so adept and seasoned.

"Hehe, this is fun."

"...Please stop and just go away."

"Alright. If you want to go to the market street, I'll expand the restriction for you."

She seemed pleased with my declaration of defeat, patted my head, and snapped her fingers.

Then, smiling broadly, she looked back and forth between Ain and me and spoke.

"Hmm, actually, there's more I'd like to say to Ain, but..."

After speaking with a sly smile and glancing at Ain cautiously.

"I suppose that should be said by my past self who hasn't found the courage yet."

"..."

She came close to me and whispered in my ear as she finished speaking.

"Ain is much more oblivious than you think, Asha. If you don't confess first, nothing will happen between you. Understand?"

"...Yes."

So.

As she smiled, patted my back, and stroked my head in such a mature way.

At least that much seemed quite sincere and kind, so.

I found myself nodding and saying I understood without even realizing it.

And so.

When she snapped her fingers again, we were standing in front of the market street instead of the mansion.

"I'll take good care of the other four people wandering around the mansion, so you two go on a date to the market street."

"Uh, what is this..."

"Mass teleport? Amazing, isn't it? But you're still too weak to use it~"

Ain and I looked at her in surprise, but she just poked my side playfully with that annoying finger.

"Hehe, well then, goodbye."

With that, she disappeared with a snap, leaving just the two of us behind.

"..."

"..."

Given the situation that unfolded so suddenly, we could only stare at each other blankly for a moment.

Of course, not long after, Ain smiled and held out his hand to me.

"Pfft, shall we look around the market after such a long time?"

"Yes, I'd like that."

I also smiled brightly as I took his hand and stepped forward.

My heart is pounding.

Thump thump- thump-

My heart keeps racing, and my cheeks keep turning red.

"I'm not eating caterpillars."

"...I'll let it slide just this once."

Unlike the fantasies I'd always harbored, I had to bow my head and try to calm my tingling insides.

When we entered the market street, Ain was excited like a child, holding my hand as he wandered around everywhere.

"Asha, do you want to eat this? You used to like this."

"...Yes. Just a little."

And I'm still flustered, not knowing what to do with my heart that keeps pounding and won't calm down.

Is it because it's been so long?

Is it because it's been so long since I held hands with him and spent time together?

Surely in the fantasies of the dark mages, I didn't tremble and tingle like this.

Right now, I was busy hiding my reddened face like a pure maiden who had just discovered love for the first time.

"Asha?"

"Y-yes...?"

Even though I didn't act like this when I imagined being with him again every night and breathed with excitement.

Right now, I was busy being dragged along by his words and actions.

"Are you not feeling well?"

"N-no, I'm fine."

Moreover, as she had said, he was quite oblivious.

"Then try this. It tastes good after such a long time."

"Ah, ah, Ain.... T-that... I, w-well... I, y-you..."

"Oh, don't tell me you don't like this anymore, and I'm being insensitive by telling you to eat it?"

He was truly, disgustingly oblivious, thinking only such thoughts even when seeing my reddened face.

To be clear, I didn't dislike that.

I would still feel my heart flutter when he looked at me with genuine concern, touched my face, and gazed into my eyes.

However.

I wish he would notice that's not what I want right now.

Every time you look at me, my body trembles, and my hands become moist with sweat.

My eyes shine with passionate and intense emotions, and my face blushes.

Instead of just showing such things when seeing my shy appearance, I wish you would say romantic things like I'm beautiful or that you like me.

Of course, there's none of that.

I should have been the one to tell you first that I love you deeply, that I adore you from the bottom of my heart, but.

"S-so... I, y-you... I l-lo... lo, lo... mmph. Haah... it's nothing... Give me that..."

"Uh, um... Okay, here."

"Yes, it's delicious..."

He was oblivious, and I lacked courage.

Frustratingly, everything was unfolding exactly as my future self had said.

Before I knew it.

The sky changes its color.

The blue sky is dyed with sunset, illuminating the path ahead of us as we still wandered around the market.

The Empire.

Sunset.

Now a story of the past.

It was always a time I eagerly awaited.

Once a month, and as more time passed, once a week—the crimson sky-colored alley under the sunset where he would visit.

For me, who lived there, it's a scene with the most heart-tingling color of all.

It still is.

I still look at the sunset and think of him, reminisce about him.

When I was young, my day would always begin with the sunset.

When I was young, I always waited only for Ain, who would come with the sunset.

"Ain."

"Ah, yes."

After staring blankly at the scenery, I squeezed his hand that I was still holding.

I stared intently at Ain's eyes, which sparkled with the sunset light.

And.

Even if not saying I love and adore you, I spoke the words I had wanted to say all along.

"I missed you."

"..."

"I missed you terribly. It was really hard. Three years... for me, that time was harder than ten years."

I couldn't forget the times when we could smile together, and I always longed for them.

I would often feel sad as I recalled those moments when we would watch the sunset together and share small talk like this.

"Actually, because of that... I think I resented you a bit."

During the past three years, I blamed you a few times.

Why.

Why did you leave me behind?

If you couldn't take me with you, why couldn't you have just stayed in the Empire?

Even though I was the one who told you to go first, ridiculously, I would think such thoughts every night as I bled.

"So..."

So please don't just look at me as if you're sorry, but reach out your hand to me.

"Like in the old days, pat my head. Tell me I did well, praise me for enduring, Ain."

With a gentle smile, carefully raising your hand.

"At least hold me until the sunset fades."

Like you did when I was young.

Love me.

Ain.

I love you.

I adore you.

I've tried so hard because I want to be with you.

So I can stand by your side.

I'll become an ordinary person.

I'll struggle until I become an ordinary person.

Ain.

I.

Even after three years, I've been waiting only for you.

********

Three years.

For some, it might be as short as a fleeting moment that passes by quickly.

For others, it might have been an excruciatingly long and painful time.

For some, it might have been woefully insufficient time to achieve something due to lack of talent.

For others, it might have been a time when they had so much talent that they mastered everything and didn't know what to do with the excess time.

Therefore.

It's a devoted heart.

Longing and reminiscing wistfully, revisiting and reflecting with sadness.

Eventually suppressing and blocking emotions, it's the pure and innocent love of a woman who wishes to be ordinary.

The kind of love that can only be shown by a woman who lives her life solely for one person.

A sticky and intense affection so deep that she could easily give up her own life for the one she loves.

Now.

Entangled like a snare.

It has become a gloomy and eerie pure love that can never be untangled.

Ch.116 - Episode 5. Welcome to the Haunted Hotel. (1)
Episode 5. Welcome to the Haunted Hotel

- Veritas Hotel Rules of Use

1. Welcome, tourists. This is Hotel Veritas, the symbol of our city. Please read the rules of use carefully and follow our instructions. We inform you in advance that we are not responsible for any situations that may occur if you do not comply.

2. The hotel lobby and restaurant are open from 9 AM to 1 PM, and from 5 PM to 9 PM. Please strictly observe these hours.

3. Occasionally, luggage and belongings may disappear from your room. If this happens, please do not panic. Open your door, go out, knock twice on the door to the right, enter, and find your missing items within 10 minutes.

4. After midnight and before breakfast time, you must not leave your room. Our hotel operates solely with magic golems without human staff, so no one should be knocking on your door. In such cases, never open the door or go out into the corridor.

5. Emergency stairs are located at both ends of the right and left corridors. If a third staircase appears in the center, please come to the desk and use the golem's automated response service.

6. You must move around the hotel in groups of at least two people. Our hotel takes no responsibility for problems that occur when traveling alone.

7. Our hotel does not have a 4th floor. If you find yourself on the 4th floor while going up, don't panic; simply go back down and then up again. Similarly, if you reach the 4th floor while going down, please go back up and then down again.

8. Sometimes other guests at the hotel may appear strange. This is a common occurrence, so please refrain from attacking each other.

9. Please strictly adhere to the designated times. However, the clocks placed in each room may occasionally be incorrect.

10. We thank all our valued guests for visiting our hotel and hope you have a meaningful stay.



*********



Behind Asha, hiding like a wary small animal, was a slender girl greeting us.

"H-hello?"

She must have been driving the carriage in a hurry, as her hair was disheveled, giving her a rather shabby and unkempt appearance as she tugged at Asha's clothes.

"My colleague..., hmm. Colleague? Well, not a colleague, but a companion I drag around like baggage."

"Ehh... I'm definitely a colleague, Asha."

The girl seemed shy around us but showed quite a friendly and playful expression toward Asha.

"A colleague should be mutually helpful, but you're not helpful at all."

"No, you said my identity verification alone was a big help! Don't tell me you've already forgotten my assistance?!"

"Sigh... Ain. She's my colleague, reluctantly. Say 'hello' and introduce yourself properly."

Asha shook her head wearily and pulled the girl in front of her, presenting her to us.

"Ah, I'm Asha's colleague, Eileen!"

"That's not all."

"I'm Eileen Frigia Delphinium of the Delphinium Count family from Haven Kingdom?"

A noble with that appearance.

I couldn't hide such thoughts and greeted her with an expression and words that clearly revealed my thinking.

"Um... yes. Nice to meet you, Lady Delphinium."

"Hehe! It's been a while since I've been treated like a noble!"

"Ah, yes."

She was a strange person.

And then.

"Tori, do all noble ladies have small chests?"

"Shh. Be quiet, Yaki. A carelessly thrown stone can hurt a noble lady."

"Really?"

"Yes, really. You shouldn't tell someone who's obviously small that they're small."

Behind me were strange children who kept saying rude things without pause.



Anyway, that's how our first meeting went.

It was awkward, and while everyone was watching each other cautiously, they were also constantly being rude and strange.










After some time passed, when our party had grown by two members and we were starting to get used to each other, Asha casually approached me and spoke.

"Ain."

"Ah, yes?"

"I brought you a gift."

She said this out of nowhere, smiling broadly as she looked up at me.

"A gift? Suddenly?"

"Yes. I'll get it from the carriage."

She dashed off to her carriage, grabbed a large bundle, and returned to hand it to me.

"What is this?"

"Open it and see."

Following her instruction, I took the large bundle and untied the tightly bound strings.

Inside the bundle were various strangely familiar items.

"Um... this. This is definitely..."

The large, ornate axe Horn had been coveting, the ancient potion with unknown effects that Avery wanted.

The heavenly biscuits and divine tear beverage that the brats had drooled over.

And besides those, there were other equipment items I had glanced at with desire as we passed by them.

Surprised, I looked back at Asha, who was still smiling broadly at me.

"The problem in Tevris. I solved it, Ain."

"What?"

"The den of black magicians you discovered, I solved it and received the rewards. I did well, didn't I?"

"Oh, that... Yes, you did well. But..."

But more than that, how did she know these were the items we had coveted?

I couldn't bring myself to ask and just opened and closed my mouth, but she was quite perceptive now.

She continued to smile as she spoke.

"Ain, how do you think I followed you?"

"..."

"I traced your every step with magic, following your trail. So I know what you wanted."

She said such things were possible with magic as she gently grabbed my side and let go.

So.

While her smile was certainly kind and full of affection, I felt a little creeped out seeing it.

"I brought what your companions wanted too, so I'll distribute them."

"Oh... okay."

"Wait for me. Our conversation isn't over yet."

Because of her voice that was a bit chilling despite her kind smile.

Because of her eyes that felt very cold despite their curved corners.

I had to nod with trembling hands behind my back.

"..."

Did I do something wrong?

I must have made a mistake somewhere, but what was it?

Was it in Sarabati Republic, or maybe Krepen?

If not those, did I do something in Tevris that might have upset her?

I wasn't sure.

During the brief reprieve I was given, I racked my brain hard, but no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't figure out what the problem was.


However.

Watching my companions praise Asha as they received gifts from her, my anxiety gradually grew.

Even amid the cheers, her eyes continued to scan me.

It was definitely the gaze of a predator eyeing its prey.










And then.

On the driver's seat of the rattling carriage.

"I'm sorry."

"Yes, you are."

"Yes, I'm sorry."

I had to apologize with both hands raised high, while Asha sat beside me holding the reins and driving the carriage.

To explain, the reason she was upset with me was because of what happened in Tevris.

"Going to a brothel and holding hands with a prostitute was wrong, wasn't it, Ain?"

"...I'm sorry."

One prostitute I had to choose because entry was impossible without selecting one.

The brief time spent with the prostitute in a gloomy private room.

And the situation where I grabbed her hand and fled together after uncovering the secret.

Asha's hand pinching my side firmly as she listed each of these points one by one was quite spicy.

"You told me to be a good person, but then you go and do such bad things yourself. That's wrong, isn't it, Ain?"

"Yes, I'm sor... No, but if I hadn't done that, the problem itself couldn't have been..."

However, I didn't know that holding hands and escaping together to save someone in mortal danger was a bad action.

Moreover, if I hadn't entered that brothel, Tevris's problem couldn't have been solved, so considering the greater good, it was quite a reasonable and right choice.

"You don't seem fully repentant yet. Three hours wasn't enough for my words to reach your heart, I see."

"...I'm sorry."

I could only apologize again as her eyes narrowed at my trivial excuse.

"You look like you feel wronged?"

"..."

Of course I feel wronged.

"You're not answering?"

"..."

I'm oddly hurt and don't really want to answer.

"The bracelet."

"..."

Bringing up the bracelet here seems quite unfair.

"You're the one who said I could do whatever I want if the bracelet broke, Ain."

"No..."

Looking up at me with round eyes as if she's the one feeling more wronged is a severe foul.

"You taught me that promises must be kept."

"That's true, but..."

"So you should keep your promise that I can do whatever I want now that the bracelet is broken, Ain."

"...Okay."

Her remembering everything I taught her and beating me with logic point by point leaves me speechless.

To be honest.

No matter how I think about it, those words back then weren't meant to allow you to scold me like this in this situation.

Of course, I don't voice such thoughts.

"You did wrong, right?"

"I did wrong."

If I did, her lecture might extend another three hours and my ears might bleed.

"You won't do it again, right?"

"I will never do it again."

So I kept nodding with both hands raised high.

"This is a promise too."

"Yes, a promise."

Only then did Asha sigh deeply and release her hand that had been firmly pinching my side.


And then.

"There won't be a next time, Ain."

She said that while glaring at me.

What does she mean there won't be a next time?

What?

So scary.
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The carriage rattles as always.

I'm not sure how many years I've been repeating this, but I still haven't gotten used to it.

The wooden carriage floor is quite hard, and after riding for an hour, two hours, or even half a day up and down mountain paths, it feels like my backside is being torn apart.

However.

Despite what should clearly be exhaustion, I feel no fatigue.

Beside me sits the ash-colored woman, continuously gazing at me.

And from her fingers, green mana constantly ripples, making any fatigue disappear before I can even feel it.

The driver's seat, which should feel hard because of the wooden floor, is somehow mysteriously soft and comfortable.

When I awkwardly turn my head toward her, Asha just smiles broadly while looking at me.

Of course, because of this, voices of complaint occasionally emerge from the back of the carriage.

"Asha... you've never done that for me even once..."

"I'm sorry, but we shouldn't waste mana except for emergency situations."

"...But you're wasting it right now."

Eileen, was it?

The small girl who followed Asha looked at both of us with teary eyes, as if feeling wronged.

"Haha... W-we've also been riding in this carriage for over 10 hours..."

"Potion."

"I-I've been diligently researching the potion...! Indeed, ancient potions are truly in-interesting...!"

At Asha's casually uttered word, Avery quickly changed the subject and busied himself staring intently at the ancient potion.

The children were exhausted as usual and had fallen asleep, while old man Horn sighed as if finding the situation ridiculous, then bluntly spoke.

"So where are we going now?"

Actually.

It's been quite a while since we left the Bercio ruins, and we've already been traveling by carriage for a day or two.

We transferred just enough luggage from the carriage Asha arrived in before disposing of it, and carefully slipped away to avoid being followed by paladins or similar people.

Perhaps Asha might end up with a bounty on her head since too many people witnessed her scattering ashes.

But since there's no way for us to prevent a bounty from being placed immediately, we can only move forward.

After briefly pondering this, I answered Horn's question.

"Well... I was thinking we could rest at a hotel first."

"...That weird hotel?"

"Yes, that's right. Hotel Veritas."

As I said, I'm currently heading to the Napolitan haunted hotel that came up when deciding our destination earlier.

"No, that's not a place for resting."

"As I mentioned before, it's a safe, luxurious hotel if you follow the guidelines properly."

"As I also mentioned before, if it were that easy, it wouldn't be called a man-eating hotel, you youngster."

It's a fairly normal hotel if you carefully read and follow the guidelines and rules you receive upon entering.

Moreover, if you safely complete the basic two-week stay and check out, you can ask the hotel's automatic response golem any question and get an answer.

Of course, asking about things like how to destroy the world or how to commit crimes is prohibited.

But it's Hotel Veritas (veritas), the hotel of truth and verity, which answers most reasonable questions.

"But we're not a shabby party anymore. We have a powerful mage who's joined us."

"Are you talking about me, Ain?"

"Yes, that's right."

We had the ash-colored mage beside us who could tear through space-time with just the intensity of her emotions and eliminate all malicious ancient mages.

Though right now, sitting next to me and tilting her head, she looks somewhat dazed and gives off the impression of fluttering in the wind.

"Hmm... that is true."

"So now we can handle any situation. We'll be able to rest comfortably at the hotel for two weeks and earn the reward of asking one question of our choice upon checkout."

"Then I've been helpful, right, Ain?"

In other words.

If we can handle any anomalies that occur when not following the guidelines, it's really just a two-week rest at a luxurious hotel.

"So is it one question per person?"

"No. One per room."

"Ain, if I was helpful, please pat my head quickly."

Unfortunately, questions aren't given one per person.

Since one question is given as a reward per checked-in room, if you want to ask multiple questions, you need to book multiple rooms.

Of course, doing so would mean we couldn't immediately respond to dangerous situations, so it was out of the question.

"Hmm, the reward is quite stingy."

"But the accommodation is cheap. Maybe because it's run only by golems, even a two-week stay costs about the same as a typical shabby inn."

"...What are we waiting for? Let's hurry and get some rest, youngster."

"Your skill at changing your mind is quite remarkable, old man."

Horn and I nodded at each other with smirks after this exchange.

And then.

"Ugh."

"Ain, why aren't you answering me?"

A slightly sulky voice like from childhood reached my ears, and there was a woman puffing her cheeks while tightly hugging my waist.

"No, I was just busy explaining..."

"I said pat my head quickly."

Unlike when she was young, there was a woman pouting openly and bumping her head against my shoulder.

So.

I chuckled at the sight of her acting this way despite being all grown up and mature.

I let go of one of the reins I was holding and gently stroked her head.

"Ain."

"Yes."

The cheeks that had been puffed up with dissatisfaction gradually deflated.

"Ain."

"Yes."

The lips that had been pouting changed their shape, slowly forming a smile bit by bit.

"...Ain."

"Yes, Asha."

The head that had been bumping against me was now resting on my shoulder, and the arms that had tightly embraced my waist were filled with affection.

"Keep patting my head."

"Alright, I will."

The familiar story that had continued only in the Empire was flowing once again.

Night fell and the sky darkened.

Planning to camp for the first time in a while, I parked the carriage on the roadside and took out firewood.

The children were still asleep, and Avery was sprawled out beside them, busy sleeping as well.

Old man Horn was stretching his short body this way and that, apparently feeling stiff, while Asha, who had fallen asleep on my shoulder earlier, was now being carried on my back.

In truth, traveling by carriage for over 10 hours was quite harsh for people who weren't physically conditioned.

Horn, having finished stretching, stomped his foot and said to me:

"Yawn... youngster. Are you going to light the fire today?"

"Well... I should as usual. Old man, please gather some twigs from around here, and it would be good if you could catch a wild animal. The meat we had has all gone bad."

Seeing him already holding an axe and hammer, it seemed Horn was about to go gather twigs and hunt wild game to make a strong bonfire, as always.

"...That box's performance seems too poor. Can't we throw it away and buy a new one?"

"Anything with better performance is too expensive."

"Damn those mages."

Of course, grumbling as always.

So, as we were about to divide roles and start working, Asha, who had been fidgeting on my back, spoke up.

"Ain... yawn... do you need wild game and a bonfire...?"

"Oh, yes, but you can keep sleeping if you want."

I told her she could sleep more because her voice sounded quite drowsy.

However.

"Um, just a moment..."

After those brief words, Asha stretched and muttered something.

Mana gathered, unknown language followed.

A magic circle inscribed in the air shone brilliantly, and then shooting stars poured from the sky.

The cry of a wild boar briefly echoed from far away.

"I caught some wild game."

"Oh..."

"I'll light the fire here."

As she gently flicked her finger while riding on my back and hugging me tightly, sparks flew up between the twigs and firewood that had somehow gathered.

The flames rose with a whoosh.

"The wild game is coming this way too. Yawn, I'll sleep a bit more..."

"Oh, okay..."

Tasks that would have taken Horn and me a good hour were all completed in less than a minute with just a few finger movements and muttering.

"..."

"..."

The person responsible was already falling back asleep with a contented smile, hugging my neck, while Horn and I looked at each other with somewhat empty expressions.

Moreover.

In the meantime, a large wild boar transported by ash dust dropped with a thud next to the bonfire.

"..."

"I'll prepare the boar. Make sure she sleeps comfortably."

"...Yes."

So Horn diligently prepared the wild boar, and I sang lullabies so Asha could sleep soundly.

Even as the bonfire crackled, there was no conversation between Horn and me.

We just sighed deeply whenever our eyes met.
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We all muttered the same thing.

"It's big."

"It's enormous."

"Hmm, certainly large."

"It's huge!"

These were our reactions upon seeing the hotel that had been visible from a distance as we approached in our carriage.

The building was so massive that I understood why Horn had initially said it wasn't just a strange hotel with bizarre rules, but a strange city altogether.

A tremendously large building jutted up above the city walls.

Moreover, the hotel appeared to be as wide as the perimeter of the walls, giving the impression that the "city" consisted of nothing but the hotel and its walls.

So I quietly muttered to myself:

"The world is full of such strange things."

From villages where letters fly through the air and cities where night never falls, to man-eating flowers and ruins with distorted space-time, and now this gigantic Neapolitan haunted hotel.

Until we left the Republic, I thought this was a relatively normal fantasy world, but the moment we ventured just a bit beyond, all sorts of bizarre things started popping up.

As I was muttering to myself, Asha, who was sitting next to me, firmly grabbed my hand and spoke.

"There's something I find fascinating too, Ain."

"What is it? Tevris? Or the Bercio ruins?"

According to her, since leaving the Empire, she had only visited the Republic, Tevris, and the Bercio ruins, so I thought it might be one of those two.

Of course, she immediately shook her head at my suggestion.

"No. Those weren't particularly fascinating."

"Hmm... then what else could be interesting?"

So.

While I was tilting my head and thinking about this question, Asha smiled broadly and poked my cheek with her free hand.

"You."

"...?"

What does that mean?

I don't understand what could be fascinating about someone as ordinary and incompetent as me.

"To me, you're the most fascinating thing, Ain."

"What exactly...?"

"Hehe, I wonder that too. What could it be?"

Is she saying I'm fascinating because I don't possess even a speck of mana?

Or is it my appearance that she finds fascinating?

I looked at her with confusion, unable to understand her words, but she just continued to smile sweetly while gazing only at me.

"Ain."

"...Yes?"

The finger that had been pressing my cheek slowly moved down to my neck, gently caressing it.

Her rounded eyes filled with a somewhat intense emotion.

Exhaling a strangely heated breath as she looked me over, then swallowing with a gulp.

"You're so fascinating, Ain."

"Th... um. Thanks...?"

She continued to touch and examine me in that somewhat frightening manner, then finally bit her lip firmly before smiling broadly again and moving away from me.

"Let's hurry to the hotel."

"Uh... okay."

Asha turned her head forward again, and the lingering traces of mana that had been binding me dissipated, leaving only the rattling sounds of the carriage.

What was that?

Perhaps being separated for three years had caused a significant change in her feelings.

I'm not sure.

These were reactions she had never shown me before, so I didn't know how to respond.

Meanwhile, a sorrowful voice floated in from behind:

"Wow... she never smiled at me properly even once when she was with me..."

"Eileen, shut up."

"That's so mean!"

Unlike me, lost in thought, Asha seemed completely unfazed as she hurled insults at the person behind her.

Wait a minute.

Asha just cursed.

Which bastard taught sweet Asha how to curse?

"Asha, don't you think you shouldn't tell your comrade to shut up?"

"Oh, um... yes... I won't do it again. So please be quiet, Eileen."

"Good job."

"Then pat my head."

"Sure."

Thinking that I needed to find that bastard and teach them a lesson, I patted her head which she had suddenly thrust toward me.

And then.

"This guy's funny, cursing all the time himself."

"Horn, shut up."

I naturally cursed at Horn too.

"Ain?"

"...Horn. Just be quiet, please."

"Well done. I'll pat your head."

Ah.

Could it have been me all along?

Anyway.

We continued bickering as we entered the hotel.

As soon as we went inside, we saw a magical golem standing at the front desk instead of a person, all within the luxurious interior.

There were also people like us who had just arrived at the hotel, as well as those who had already been staying for several days.

People waiting in line to check in spoke to the golem one by one, then headed upstairs with expressions full of anticipation.

Guests who appeared to be staying at the hotel came down from the upper floors, either giggling together or pulling their hair out, lamenting that they had accidentally lost a companion the night before.

Some were busy with anticipation, others chatted carefreely, while still others expressed grief over someone's death.

These were normal and familiar scenes for travelers roaming the world and adventurers fulfilling requests.

In other words, it was an ordinary scene that had become quite familiar to me as well.

As I stood there blankly staring, old man Horn, who was standing behind me, poked my leg and spoke.

"Kid, it's our turn. Stop standing there like a fool and check us in."

"Ah, yes."

Even though the line had seemed quite long, probably because the front desk staff was a golem, our turn came in an instant.

So I stepped forward and stood in front of the golem, whose head moved with a creaking sound as it looked over me and my companions.

- Welcome, travelers from afar. This is Veritas, the Hotel of Truth and Verity.

"Yes, hello."

- The basic stay at Hotel Veritas is two weeks, and the price is 500 dera per person.

"Yes, I understand."

As I nodded in affirmation, the golem seemed to stare at me for a moment before continuing.

- Please submit the representative's identification and enter the number of people on the input panel that appears before you.

"Yes."

- Please wait while we verify your information.

As I fumbled to take out my identification and entered our party size as seven, Horn was looking up at me with an expression of disbelief.

"What?"

"Why are you answering the golem so earnestly, you silly kid?"

Well...

There's no particular reason, but my basic philosophy is to be kind to those who don't harm me.

"There's nothing wrong with being polite anywhere. Though I wouldn't expect that from a blacksmith whose forge had few customers because he wasn't very friendly."

"Ha, that wasn't because I wasn't friendly, but because of those humans' racial discrimination."

As if that could be true.

"Now you're casually reverse-discriminating as naturally as breathing."

"Well, what are you going to do about it?"

I looked down at Horn as I said this, and he grumbled in a manner unbefitting his age.

And as we were bickering as usual, the golem made another creaking sound and spoke again.

- Confirmed. Intermediate adventurer Ain and 6 others have been assigned to room 32101. For the next two weeks, the assigned room will open with retinal recognition of representative Ain and 6 others.

"Ah, yes."

The continuous scanning must have been the process of setting up retinal recognition.

- The hotel's precautions and usage rules are being issued now. Please familiarize yourself with them and be careful not to violate them in word or deed.

With those final words, the golem ejected a single sheet of paper from its torso.

And on that single sheet:

- Hotel Veritas Usage Rules

1. Welcome, tourists. This is Hotel Veritas, the symbol of our city. Please read the usage rules carefully and follow our instructions. We would like to inform you in advance that we are not responsible for any situations that may arise if you do not comply.

2. The hotel lobby and restaurant are open from 9 AM to 1 PM, and from 5 PM to 9 PM. Please strictly observe these hours.

3. Occasionally, luggage and items in your room may disappear. If this happens, do not panic. Open your door, go out, knock twice on the door of the room to your right, enter, and find your missing items within 10 minutes.

4. After midnight and before breakfast time, you must not leave your room. Our hotel operates solely with magic golems without human staff, so no one should be knocking on your door. In such cases, never open the door or go out into the corridor.

5. Emergency stairs are located at the ends of the right and left corridors. If a third staircase appears in the center, please come to the desk and use the golem's automated response service.

6. You must move around the hotel in groups of at least two. Our hotel takes no responsibility for problems that arise from traveling alone.

7. Our hotel does not have a 4th floor. If you find yourself on the 4th floor while going up, do not panic; go back down and then up again. Similarly, if you reach the 4th floor while going down, please go back up and then down again.

8. Sometimes other guests staying at the hotel may appear strange. This is a common occurrence, so please refrain from attacking each other.

9. Please strictly observe the designated times. However, the clocks placed in each room may occasionally be incorrect.

10. We thank all our guests once again for visiting our hotel and hope you have a meaningful stay.

No matter how I looked at it, these hotel rules seemed more like warnings.

- I repeat, please follow the hotel's usage rules carefully.

"..."

- For any incidents that occur due to non-compliance, we at Hotel Veritas take no responsibility, dear travelers.

- Welcome. We hope you have a pleasant two-week stay.

The golem said this and then made a bizarre sound as if trying to smile, raising the corners of its mouth.

Then, as if ignoring us, its head turned with a creaking sound toward the next traveler.
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After completing check-in, I followed the direction the golem pointed and found an elevator after walking a short distance.

Of course, rather than a modern elevator, it was a paternoster lift like those found in Europe, but it was the first time I'd seen one in this world.

And naturally, my companions also tilted their heads in confusion when they saw the elevator.

"Ain, what is this thing?"

"Hmm, it's probably what's called an elevator. It's a device that uses pulleys to connect those compartments and lift people to the upper floors."

"How is that even possible?"

"When you put engineers to work, nothing is impossible."

I'm not sure if this was a scientific device or a magical one, but anyway, it's not wrong to say engineers can make it if you put them to work.

Of course, Tori, who had been peeking curiously when she asked, tilted her head as if she didn't understand my answer.

"What's an engineer, Yaki?"

"I don't know either. But it doesn't sound like a good thing, Tori."

So the two children were busy whispering to each other, and finally, when it was our turn to board the elevator, I spoke to my companions.

"It would be dangerous if we all tried to get in at once, so let's split into pairs. I'll go with the twins, Asha with Eileen, and Horn with Avery."

I said this while spreading my arms to pick up the two children.

"Um... I... I want to ride with Ain..."

"Sorry, Asha. There could be unexpected situations even in the elevator. To avoid grouping people with insufficient combat ability together, this is the best combination for now."

Asha clutched my clothes and opened and closed her mouth, saying she wanted to ride with me, but after hearing my explanation, she nodded.

Then she muttered quietly.

"You're right... I shouldn't have brought Eileen along..."

"What? How is this suddenly my fault?!"

Turning her gaze away from me, she glared at Eileen and blamed the quiet girl.

"I should have left you at the ruins."

"Asha... that really hurts my feelings..."

That didn't seem to be the real issue, though.


Anyway, from the moment we completed check-in, we became guests of the hotel, and therefore our actions began to be restricted by the hotel's rules of use.

That is:

Veritas Hotel Rule #6: Guests must move in pairs at all times within the hotel.

Following that rule while ensuring that people who can't fight aren't grouped together, this arrangement seemed best.

"Well, the elevator ride is just for a moment. Room 32101 means... oh, it's on the 32nd floor, so it might take a while. Anyway... see you soon. I'll go first."

I said this and boarded the elevator, nodding to those watching me.

With a clunk, the elevator began to rise to the upper floors.

Without closing doors, the front was completely open, allowing us to see the corridors of each floor as we ascended. After passing the 3rd floor, it went straight to the 5th floor.

Veritas Hotel Rule #7: The 4th floor does not exist in the Veritas Hotel.

Recalling that rule, I gently stroked the children's heads.

"Kids, when we get to our room, make sure to memorize and follow the rules. Understand?"

"Yes~"

The children were smiling happily in my arms, but as Horn worried, this wasn't a hotel where we could be completely at peace.

This was a hotel where you could lose your life from one small mistake, even if you had been following the rules perfectly until then.

As we continued ascending, one or two hotel guests boarded our compartment.

Then a strange and bizarre monster also got on, causing the children to widen their eyes and hiccup in fear.

"It's okay. Just stay in my arms."

Veritas Hotel Rule #8: Sometimes guests may appear to have strange appearances.

The figure with dozens of blinking eyes and what looked like tentacles constantly wriggling was probably one of those anomalies mentioned in the rules.

The rules stated that we should avoid attacking each other, so if we attacked out of surprise at that appearance, something else might happen.

With that in mind, I held the children tightly and covered their view.

In the quiet elevator compartment, only the sound of the children's hiccups continued to echo.




And so.

We were the first to arrive at the 32nd floor and waited in front of the elevator for our companions.

Since they boarded the compartment right after ours, we were able to meet Horn and Avery right away.

"Ah, some monster suddenly got on and I almost swung my axe at it."

"Haha... if I hadn't stopped you, it would have been a disaster..."

The two of them also seemed to have encountered a guest in monster form in the elevator, as they shook their heads and spoke.

"It seems that 'guests may appear strange' means they can look like monsters. Well... just try to ignore it."

"But what if it's a real monster?"

"No way. It would be strange for a monster to use an elevator to move between floors."

"Is that so?"

"I don't know. Let's just assume that's the case."

We chatted about the monsters we had seen while standing in the corridor.

However.

Asha and Eileen, who should have boarded the elevator after Horn and Avery, didn't appear even after the next compartment, or the one after that.

"...They did board right after Horn, right?"

"Hmm, they certainly should have."

After the third compartment went up, and even after the fourth and fifth, the two still hadn't appeared.

"I'll go down and check."

"No, what's going on from the very start... oh, there they are."

Just as I was about to board a descending compartment, Asha and Eileen appeared.

Eileen was trembling in fear, clinging to Asha's waist, while Asha looked at me and my companions with an indifferent expression before speaking.

"We went to the 4th floor."

"Uh..."

"After passing the 3rd floor, we saw the 4th floor and got off. We were delayed because we were considering what to do."

Just as we had seen guests as monsters, it seemed Asha and Eileen had encountered the 4th floor instead.

"So nothing serious happened?"

"No, nothing serious."

"Then why is Eileen like that?"

From Asha's words and expression, it seemed like there was no problem, so I couldn't understand why Eileen was trembling.

When I asked, Asha glanced at Eileen as if it was nothing important.

"Ah... this is just because she almost got caught and killed while getting off the elevator late."

"But, but I really almost died..."

Eileen sniffled and wiped her tears and snot on Asha's robe.

"What are you doing, Eileen?"

"Wiping my nose..."

Perhaps because of that.

Asha looked at her in disbelief, frowned, and then spoke.

"Actually, Eileen wet herself, and we were delayed dealing with that."

"No, you promised to keep that a secret...!"

"So what?"

Whether Eileen's face turned red or not, whether she sniffled again and looked at Asha with hurt feelings or not.

Asha simply detached Eileen from her robe with a flick and continued speaking.




Anyway.

We all safely made it to our assigned room, 32101.

Opening the door with retinal recognition and stepping inside, the scene was incredibly luxurious and spacious.

"Wow! That bed is mine!"

Lemonade Dispenser Eileen, her tears barely dry, ran excitedly and flopped onto a bed.

"Ah, then we'll take that bed!"

The two children who had been in my arms broke free and followed her, pitter-pattering across the floor before jumping onto another bed.

"Hmm, it has everything. The beds are arranged according to the number of people, and how many bathrooms and showers are there?"

Horn looked around the room in a daze and put down the luggage he was carrying.

"Haha... the kitchen is also very large and luxurious... There's even a spacious area where I can do my research. Oh, by the way, Asha, do you like clinical trials...?"

Avery also looked around with sparkling eyes, then suddenly remembered something and discreetly pulled out a reagent, offering it to Asha.

This guy.

I looked at him with disbelief, raising my fist, but he frantically waved his hands and made excuses.

"Ah, no... but the clinical trial for the ash suppressant can only be done on someone with ash..."

"So?"

"Wouldn't it be good to do it during these two weeks when there won't be any interruptions...?"

"...Hmm."

"It's just called a clinical trial, but it's an important process... This is my first attempt at treating ash, so I need to administer it to you..."

But his excuses were actually valid points, so I slowly lowered my raised fist and looked at Asha.

And Asha looked at me with a bright smile.

"I'm fine with it, Ain. It's actually something I want to request."

"It might not work. You might just end up with a bunch of allergic reactions."

Thinking about the future Asha we met at the Bercio ruins, there's a high possibility that Avery's research and reagents didn't help her at all.

Even if that future wasn't completely certain, it was the most likely one.

Of course, despite my words, Asha shook her head and gently intertwined her fingers with mine.

"I'm still okay with it. Because it's something Ain prepared for me."

She simply smiled brightly and rested her head on my shoulder as she spoke.


And then.

"Ah... suddenly I don't want to do the clinical trial anymore."

Avery, seeing us like this, pouted and muttered.

"..."

What's with this guy?
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I lay on a soft bed, covered with a thick blanket.

Not caring about time at all, just continuing as things went.

How long it had been since I'd rested this well was now just a rippling, hazy memory.

So.

Thinking about it carefully, I probably hadn't had a proper rest even once since starting my journey.

I had to save money, so I only slept in cheap lodgings, which often provided nothing more than a hard wooden board with tattered blankets.

On days when I couldn't even afford that, I curled up between luggage in carriages, using my robe as a blanket while trying to sleep.

Of course, I had to save money on food too, so I'd go to the market early every morning to gather cheap ingredients and make stew alone in the carriage.

Certainly, if I hadn't done that, I would have become an adventurer who lived day to day, always short on money.

I might have abandoned my original grand purpose and fallen into being just another insignificant adventurer.

I was truly pathetic.

Leaving my warm, peaceful home to start a journey that didn't suit me, everything I did was completely miserable.

The adventurer lifestyle required more money than I expected, and the savings I'd accumulated since childhood quickly hit bottom.

With my clumsy swordsmanship and amateur adventurer act, making a living was incredibly difficult. Whenever I failed a quest, I had to pay penalties.

I saw companions die at the hands of Kobolds during quests.

The eyes of that person, trampled and begging for help before their head was crushed, still remain in my mind.

With my confidence at rock bottom, I couldn't even choose monster subjugation quests and ended up cleaning sewers instead.

The memory of scraping walls alongside others who had collapsed from despair like me, while breathing in nauseating smells, still comes back to me occasionally.

A powerless adventurer without a speck of mana is just a protagonist whose story ends at that point.

Though a protagonist, they collapse before turning a single page, left holding only a bitter tale that no one cares about.

There was no brilliantly shining adventure with a bright path ahead as I had so eagerly anticipated.

So.

I should have collapsed and ended there, but

Somehow there was a bracelet on my wrist, which was now covered with wounds and scars.

Inside my shabby robe, in a pocket hidden against my chest, two colorful beads clicked together.

So I cleaned sewers again, and once more reached out for monster subjugation quests. I spent all my money learning swordsmanship to improve my inadequate skills.

I ignored those who mocked me as incompetent and pressed forward.

I continued doing so until people who acknowledged and supported me gradually appeared, and companions began to fill my side one by one.

Well.

If I had to be specific, my companions also ended up sharing my miserable lifestyle because they took my hand.

Anyway.

It was only after three years that I finally enjoyed a proper rest.

A soft bed, a thick and gentle blanket, a quiet and peaceful space.

And a gentle hand caressing my forehead, excited, heated breathing, and the sound of swallowing saliva...

"...?"

Wait a minute.

I don't think those things should be in my bed when I'm sleeping alone.

With that thought, I opened my eyes and turned my head toward where I felt those things.

I see Asha.

"..., Asha?"

"Yes, Ain. Did you sleep well?"

The heated breathing and the spine-tingling sound of swallowing that I clearly felt even in my half-asleep state had disappeared.

"I... thought I heard something strange."

"Huh? Maybe you had a nightmare?"

All I see is Asha, gently stroking my forehead with her usual bright smile.

She looks at me with a rather cute expression, tilting her head as if she doesn't know anything.

"Hmm, maybe that's it..."

"You've been through a lot for a long time. I'll bring you a warm cup of tea to help calm your mind, Ain."

She said that, then took out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from my forehead before getting up from the bed and looking back at me.

"Ah, yes. Thank you."

"You don't need to thank me for things like this. It's only natural."

After flashing another bright smile, she opened the door and left for the kitchen, her retreating figure as kind and elegant as ever.

I guess that creepy feeling must have been some kind of nightmare.

But.

I'm pretty sure I locked the door before going to sleep because I wanted to rest alone for once.

"..."

Or did I?

I'm not sure. I can't remember clearly.

"Ain, I brought you a cup of warm herbal tea. Drink it and get up slowly."

"Ah, I'll enjoy it, Asha."

"Yes, Ain."

I simply accept the steaming cup of tea Asha brought me.

It was quite fragrant and warm, helping my mind settle down.

Life at the hotel began.

"Kid, why are you just getting up now when the dining hours are almost over?"

"Oh, did you wait for me instead of going?"

"No? We all went and ate already. It was quite delicious. I don't know if golems make it, but the chef's skills are excellent."

Horn grinned at me and patted his stomach with a thump sound.

"..."

"Well, the person standing next to you didn't eat and was waiting, so if you're hungry, go together. There are 40 minutes left of dining hours."

With those words, Horn passed by with uncharacteristically bouncy movements, and I turned to Asha and spoke.

"Why did you wait without eating?"

"I wanted to eat with you, Ain, so I waited."

She answered while fixing my hair, which was messy from just waking up.

"What if I hadn't woken up?"

"Well, obviously I would have waited until you did."

After saying that as if it were the most natural thing, she brought me an outer garment and helped me put it on.

And then.

"..."

"Let's go eat, Ain. Eileen said the food is no different from what nobles eat."

With a bright smile, she took my hand first and opened the door to our room, stepping out.

We arrived at the dining hall.

Even on the way to the dining hall, we encountered guests who looked like monsters, but Asha just glanced at them casually and continued leading the way.

"Ain, the elevator was slow, so we don't have much time left."

Veritas Hotel Rule #2: The hotel dining hall is open from 9 AM to 1 PM, and this schedule must be strictly observed.

I took out my watch to check, and there were only about 25 minutes left.

"We'll have to eat quickly."

"Then I'll get you things you like. Sit and wait here."

"No, let's go get food together. How would you know what I like..."

"It's fine. I know everything."

Despite my words, Asha seated me at the table, gave me a smile, and went alone to get the food.

So I sat there feeling awkward, watching her back as she gathered food.

Other guests who came down to the dining hall late like us were also filling their plates with food, and I kept seeing them glancing at Asha's face and chest, then blushing.

Some, not knowing their place, even tried to talk to Asha, while others approached her pretending to offer help.

"..., are these guys crazy?"

So I got up from my seat to go to Asha, but it seemed I didn't need to.

After Asha mumbled a few words, all the men who had been bothering her turned pale and moved far away from her.

A large, muscular man even started hiccupping repeatedly.

"What's going on...?"

Can people really become that frightened just from a few words?

What did she say?

Anyway.

Asha gave those people a cold look and then resumed filling her plate with food, and soon returned to where I was with a plate full of food.

"Ain, I brought food. I brought mostly things you like, so eat up quickly."

"Yeah, but what did you say to make everyone around you..."

Of course, I was more curious about what she had said than about the food.

"Ah... those people? I just told them I didn't need help, and they moved aside on their own."

"..., really?"

She seemed to gauge my reaction for a moment before casually brushing it off with a bright smile.

"Yes, Ain. Say 'ah.' Try this."

"Ah, mmph... Oh, it's delicious."

"And you like this too, right?"

"I do, but we can eat slowly... mmph. Yes, delici- mmph..."

Whether Asha wanted to keep my mouth full or genuinely wanted to feed me things I liked, I couldn't tell.

But she kept putting all sorts of food in my mouth until just before the dining hours ended.

With a bright smile, she just watched me chew.

So.

How did she know what foods I like?

My food preferences seem to have changed quite a bit during the three years since I left the Empire, but she brought only things I would truly like.

"Asha, how did you know I liked those foods..."

"Oh, it's the fourth floor. Let's get off, Ain."

"No... okay. Sure."

Of course, my question was naturally buried by the hotel's interruption.

*********

I grabbed the nape of every man who approached me with mana.

As I did so, the hexagram in my eyes began to rotate subtly.

Of course, I controlled my mana finely enough that Ain couldn't see it from a distance.

This much wouldn't be visible from far away.

So, holding a blade to all their throats, I muttered quietly.

"..., before I kill you all."

My eyes gleamed coldly as I continued.

"Remove those filthy eyes and hands."

Perhaps I was more comfortable when revealing my ashen identity, as I didn't attract such lewd glances and touches then.

Anyway, no one misunderstood my warning.

Everyone who had been bothering me instantly moved far away, and I simply went back to selecting foods that Ain likes.

Ah.

Of course I know all of Ain's food preferences.

I memorized everything by replaying visions of the past dozens of times while staying in the Republic.
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The hotel life continued smoothly and peacefully even after several days had passed.

It might be a bit disappointing that we couldn't leave the hotel building from the moment we checked in, but truthfully, the hotel had pretty much everything we needed.

The first floor was just the hotel front desk and golems, but the second floor had a restaurant and a spacious lobby where we could freely eat meals and drink tea.

Additionally, the third floor had all kinds of entertainment facilities like billiards and bowling alleys, the fifth floor had a large casino and spaces for drinking alcohol, and the sixth floor had a large bath doubling as a hot spring.

If someone happened to get injured or sick, they could visit the emergency medical room on the seventh floor for free treatment, so it would be more accurate to say it was harder to find something that wasn't available.

So we were truly spending days relaxing and enjoying everything there was to enjoy.

Occasionally, we'd see people crying sadly at meals about how their companions had made mistakes and died the night before.

Sometimes we'd hear screams echoing down the corridors, or occasionally see something like human blood.

But truthfully, none of us were unfamiliar with such things.

And then.

"Kid, want to join me, the quack, and the bed-wetter for some billiards on the third floor? Loser has to wait on the others for a day."

"Aaaah! I'm not a bed-wetter, I'm Eileen...! Please call me Eileen!"

"Haha... Miss Eileen... if you give up, it's e-easier."

Horn asked me this as he was leaving the room with Avery and Eileen, while I sat on the sofa.

I think it was the day before yesterday.

When I took them to the billiards hall on the third floor, they said they'd never seen billiards before and found it fascinating. They must have enjoyed it quite a bit, because they've been going to the billiards hall non-stop whenever they have free time.

So while I did want to join them, I awkwardly smiled and shook my head.

"Um, well. You three go ahead. I'm afraid I can't go right now..."

That was because Asha had fallen asleep with her head on my thigh, somehow managing to hug my waist as well.

"Hmm, I suppose that's true. Well, what can you do? That's your fate. Let's go then! Quack, Bed-wetter!"

"Kyaaak!! I'm not a bed-wetter!!"

"Haha... then we'll be g-going... Ain, if Asha shows any unusual reactions, please give her the n-neutralizer I gave you."

"Sure, don't worry and enjoy yourselves."

I waved goodbye to the three as they closed the door and left.

Soon the door closed with a thud, leaving only me, the sleeping Asha, and the two children who were also taking naps in the room.

"..., Hmm."

With the three noisiest people gone, it was quite quiet.

None of the three sleeping had noisy sleeping habits, so the room was filled with silence.

So I just stroked Asha's head once, then picked up the history book I had been reading and started reading again.

The sound of pages turning—flip, flip—filled the room, and Asha's breath touched my side before dissipating.

The hand hugging my waist would fidget, and the corners of her mouth would slightly curl up, or she would smack her lips as if dreaming about something, then suddenly bite my thigh.

Somehow this had become our recent routine.

In other words.

After Avery's ash clinical trials began, Asha, who had been gulping down the ash suppressant and treatment he created, would fall asleep like this for hours.

Fortunately, she didn't develop hives from allergic reactions or experience any pain, but the ash wasn't being suppressed or treated either.

Avery would tilt his head and say he wasn't sure if this was right, but he continued to modify the reagent and create new ones.

So even now, there were still five bottles of reagent left.

Asha would wake up, drink the reagent, fall asleep again, wake up and drink the next reagent, repeating this cycle.

Of course, whenever she fell asleep, she would half-forcibly sit me down on the sofa and hold onto me so I couldn't get away from her, so this was an unavoidable routine for Asha and me.



After some time passed, as always, it was the twins who woke up first, not Asha.

"Yaaawn... what time is it... Eh, it's 1 o'clock. We missed lunch... Yaki, wake up now..."

"Don't wanna... mmm... I want to sleep a little more..."

Tori, who had gotten up after tossing and turning, grabbed Yaki's hair and shook it, and Yaki, despite saying he wanted to sleep more, slowly got up.

"I'm hungry... but the restaurant's lunch hours are over."

"Yaaawn... oof. Then let's ask Ain to make something for us, Tori."

After stretching, the two got out of bed, apparently planning to make me work for them as if it were only natural.

"Look at that. Ain can't get up from the sofa today either."

"Ah, you're right. Then let's make something ourselves. Well... we can just fry some eggs with rice!"

Seeing me unable to leave the sofa because Asha was holding onto me, they nodded as if they understood and headed to the kitchen.

So the children rummaged through the food ingredient box, and then tilted their heads, realizing something as they jumped up and down and shouted at me.

"Hey, Ain! They're gone!"

"Ain, all the ingredients are gone!"

Veritas Hotel Rule #3: Occasionally, luggage and items in your room may disappear. Don't panic, knock twice on the door of the room to the right of your room and enter to find your belongings.

"Ah... I hope they didn't disappear while everyone went out to play."

"Does that mean we'll starve?"

"No, just wait a moment. I'll go find them, so wait quietly in the room."

I told the children, who were looking up at me with round eyes, and carefully lifted Asha onto my back.

She resisted as if she didn't want to let go of my waist, so I had to stroke her like calming a cat, but it worked out in the end, so it didn't matter.

Wait a minute.

"..., The reagents are gone too."

Now that I looked, the five bottles of reagent that Avery had left were also gone.

Whoever took them must be quite greedy to have taken so much.


Anyway, this was the first time we'd experienced the anomaly described in Rule #3 after staying here for several days.

And to be honest, when I first read the rules, I had questions about this part and went to ask the golem at the desk.

I couldn't tell if "the door to the right of your room" meant from the perspective of facing the door or with your back to the door, so I asked.

However.

If your belongings disappear, open the door of your room, go out, knock twice on the door of the room to the right, and enter.

"No... I'm asking what the standard for 'the room to the right' is..."

If your belongings disappear, open the door of your room, go out, knock twice on the door of the room to the right, and enter.

"..., Who wouldn't know that."

I'm glad your question has been resolved. Thank you for using our automated response service.

The golem simply didn't give an accurate or kind answer to my question.

What a crazy automated response service.


So anyway.

I opened the door of our room and went outside with the sleeping Asha on my back.

Since we were supposed to move in groups of at least two, I had to take the sleeping Asha with me if I was going to leave the children in the room.

"..."

I pondered for a moment in the quiet corridor, and then made a decision.

Well... since it said to open the door, go out, and then right, I'll believe it means from the perspective of having your back to the door.

If I'm wrong, I'll shake Asha like crazy to wake her up.

So I knocked twice on the door of the room to the right, then opened the door and looked inside, and fortunately, the inside looked like a normal room.

Now I have 10 minutes.

I just need to gather the ingredients and the five bottles of reagent within 10 minutes.

I checked the time on my personal watch and went inside, then started gathering the ingredients one by one into a basket, which weren't hidden as thoroughly as I had expected.

"Eggs, rice, meat... green onions and oni—ah. Don't bite my neck, Asha...!"

Meanwhile, Asha was hugging my neck tightly and kept biting and chewing on my neck, either sleep-talking or something.

She was definitely asleep, but I could hear a strange "hehehe" laugh, and her legs, which had been still, started fluttering before wrapping around my waist.

I really don't understand why she always bites my neck whenever I carry her.

Anyway.

I couldn't waste time trying to stop Asha, so I left her to her chewing and continued looking for the ingredients and reagents.

"Salt, sugar, pepper... cabbage and peppers... nuts and dried fruits, and snacks for the kids... why did they take so much?"

After searching for a while, time was starting to get tight.

I seemed to have found only about half of the ingredients, and the reagents were so well hidden that they weren't visible at all.

If someone else had come with me, it might have been different, but trying to find everything alone with the sleeping Asha on my back was challenging.

"Ah, got all the ingredients. Where are the reagents, seriously..."

With only about 2 minutes left, the room was too large, and I had no idea where the reagent bottles were hidden.

I found one in the deepest corner under the bed, and one after opening all the drawers.

I frantically ran around, opening closed doors and going inside, finding two more that way.

But the last reagent bottle was nowhere to be seen.

So I didn't even notice the clock on the wall ticking away, indicating that 10 minutes had passed.

I was bending down to look under the dining table, trying to find the last reagent bottle.

"Come on. Where did they hide it, those crazy people."

I felt like I had searched almost everywhere, but I just couldn't find the last one, so I looked around while quietly cursing.

"This?"

Suddenly, the last reagent bottle I was looking for was thrust next to my face.

"Oh, yes. That's it!"

"This?"

"Right. That's what I've been looking for, than—wait, what?"

So.

That was definitely the item I was looking for.

"..."

But Asha was still asleep, and I was definitely searching alone.

Then who is this?

With that thought, I turned my gaze along the arm toward the body, turning my head.



And.

There was a woman with her neck twisted backward, grinning at me.

"This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This? This?"

"..."

"Did you find what you were looking for?"

Oh shit.
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I was already quite accustomed to seeing cold corpses or people who had died after being impaled by my sword.

Those grotesque appearances of the dead had become somewhat familiar to me.

"Did you find this? This? This? Do you want this?"

"..."

But seeing a corpse-like figure grinning and speaking like this was a first, and for a moment, I thought my heart had stopped.

I quietly checked the time and realized that more than 10 minutes had passed while I was focused.

If that was the case, this strange woman grinning beside me with her mouth corners turned up must be an entity that appeared because she hadn't left the room after the 10-minute limit.

"Hehe, heh. This, should I give you this? This?"

"..., If you're going to give it, just shut up and hand it over."

If it had been simple ingredients, I could have given up without much regret, but the potion was something I couldn't easily abandon.

It contained precious ingredients—the sun pepper I'd gathered from the snowy mountains, the fruit and petals of the man-eating flower, and various other expensive materials.

Avery had said that while it might not immediately suppress the ash, it would certainly serve as a high-quality nutritional supplement.

So...

I watched carefully, then swung my sword toward the grinning woman's arm.

I thought I could just cut off the hand that was teasingly waving the potion bottle in front of my face and run to the door.

Of course, the problem was that things didn't go according to plan.

I drew my sword in an instant, intending to sever her wrist, but even though my blade clearly passed through her wrist, the skeletal arm remained intact.

Literally, the sword passed through without any sensation of contact.

"..."

Could this also be a mana problem?

Perhaps if I had a sword wrapped in aura, it might have made contact, but the sword I wielded with not a speck of mana was utterly ordinary.

"Should I give you this? Do you want it? Is this precious to you?"

As if my sword swing didn't bother her at all, she continued saying what she wanted to say while taking one step closer to me.

The woman's head turned with a cracking sound—creak, crack—and her arms swayed unnaturally, bending in bizarre ways as she approached me.

"Then shall we trade? Let's trade for this."

"I'll trade you some food ingredients, so go eat a meal or something."

Though it seemed like communication wasn't working, she was asking questions, so I answered while backing away, trying to distance myself from her.

And instead of tilting her head curiously at my answer, the woman twisted and turned her head with a cracking sound until it made a loud crack, then spoke.

"That? Don't you need that? I don't need that either. Something else? Let's trade for something else."

"Then what do you want to trade for?"

"Let's trade this for you. Trade? Trade, hehe. Trade."

"..."

I wondered what on earth she was trying to say.

But of course.

As soon as the woman's finger pointed at me, all the doors in the room slammed shut with a bang, and the furniture began to vibrate with a creaking sound.

It would have been great if Asha had woken up because of the commotion, but she was still busy mumbling in her sleep while nuzzling my neck.

So I first took a big step backward and pulled out a mana bomb from my pocket, throwing it at the grotesque woman.

Expensive disposable magic-inscribed stones or whatever—survival came first.

The woman stared blankly at the stone I threw, and then was engulfed in the magical explosion that went boom.

"Did that take care of her?"

Due to a hopeful expectation, I accidentally blurted out the only magic spell I could use.

As the dust from the explosion cleared, a skeletal arm quickly stretched out toward me.

Far from being defeated, without even a scratch, she now rushed toward me, twisting her arm, trying to grab me.

Seeing that she was fine even after the mana bomb, maybe it wasn't a mana issue after all.

I'm not sure.

In the first place, if she could be defeated so easily, it wouldn't have been mentioned in the hotel usage rules, so there might be another method.

Anyway.

"Hehe, trade? Trade. I'll give you this."

"I won't trade, you bitch."

If those hands grab me, it's over.

With that instinctive certainty, I frantically ran around the room, avoiding the woman who was chasing me with her head spinning wildly.

"Hehe, heh. Hihi. Trade. Trade? Trade. Trade. Trade? Trade."

Following the woman's gestures, the furniture that had been vibrating with a creaking sound flew at me, blocking my path. I swung my sword to cut and break through the furniture while desperately planting my feet.

All the doors were firmly shut with no intention of opening, so despite my reluctance, I took out an explosive magic-inscribed stone and set it off, but...

"Ah, this is just expensive and useless!!"

The expensive stone only made a grand explosive sound—boom—without even scratching the door.

"Heh, he, where are you going? Where are you going. Trade? Trade. Let's trade for this."

As the distance between the woman and me gradually narrowed, and I eventually ran out of places to escape...

Finally, the woman's hand grabbed the hem of my clothes.

"Caught you? Caught you. Now let's trade. Heh, trade."

Though she appeared skeletal with seemingly nothing but bones, her strength was abnormally powerful and her movements were quick, so before I could even take off my outer garment, she grabbed my arm.

My sword couldn't even touch her body, but she could grab me at will—it felt quite unfair.

I thought this as I glared at the woman who had caught me.

Her constantly grinning face was as creepy as her head that kept turning with a cracking sound.

"Heh."

"..."

"Then shall we trade? I'll give you this?"

Saying that, the woman handed me the potion bottle with a thud and pulled my arm more strongly.

And then.

"Now you too will be mi—?"

Slap!

In the middle of speaking, she was slapped on the cheek.

"Ow..., it hurts? It hur—!"

Slap!

A hand that flew from behind my shoulder, unlike my sword, did not pass through the grotesque woman's body but accurately struck her cheek.

"Ain is mine."

Slap! Smack! Slap!

With one hand grabbing her hair, the other hand repeatedly and precisely slapped her cheek.

"Don't smile at Ain."

"I'm slee—"

Slap!

"Don't talk to Ain."

"I, won't..., tal—!"

Slap!

With each ash-covered slap, the grotesque woman's cheeks swelled up, and the ash powder stuck to the areas where her skin had peeled off, beginning to decay.

"Don't covet him. He's mine."

"Not mine... I, want to... go...!"

Slap! Smack!

By now, the hand that had been grabbing my arm was frantically trying to remove Asha's arm, but...

"He's mine."

"I... understand...!"

Slap!

That hand crumbled slowly, bound by ash powder before it could even touch Asha's arm.

"He's mine."

"Ah..., ugh..."

Slap!

Her swollen cheeks caved in from another slap.

"No one else can have him."

"..."

Slap!

Now with each hit, the grotesque woman only flinched, her pupils having lost their light.

"He's mine."

"..."

Slap!

With each successive blow, the skeletal body gradually collapsed.

"Ain is mine."

Slap!

"Mine, he's mine."

Slap!

"Don't covet him."

Slap!

By this point, the grotesque woman had become an even more grotesque figure and died.

Now, no matter how much Asha swung her hand and slapped her cheek, there was no movement, not even a flinch.

I wondered if it was possible for someone who already appeared dead to die again, but it seemed possible since it happened right in front of me.

"Don't look at Ain."

Slap!

However, Asha's hand didn't stop.

"Ain is mine."

"Asha, I think it's over, so you can stop now..."

Slap!

"I will never give him up."

"Asha...?"

Slap!

She didn't respond to my call as if she couldn't hear me, and just kept slapping the cheek of the woman she had caught.

"He's mine."

Slap!

This continued for quite some time.

"He's mine. He's mine. I'll never give him up. He's mine, so don't covet him. He's mine. He's mine. He's mine. Not Ain. He's mine. He's mine. Ain is mine. Don't covet him. He's mine. He's mine. I won't give him to anyone. He's mine. He's mine. He's mine, I said."

"..."

Finally, the form of the grotesque woman she was holding disappeared with a swoosh, and only after the closed room door opened with a creak did Asha's actions stop.

And having lost her target, Asha's two hands wrapped around my neck again, gently embracing me.

"Ain is..."

"Mine..."

The continuous muttering also ended with that, and her face dropped onto my shoulder with a thud.

Only the sound of gentle breathing could be heard.

"..."

So this was all sleeptalking.

At this point, I'm starting to think it's not the hotel that's haunted, but the woman on my back.

With that thought, I collected the last potion bottle and returned to our room.

---

Time passed, and Asha opened her eyes.

And as soon as she opened her eyes, she widened them in surprise and happily said to me:

"Huh? Ain, my mana has decreased a little. Maybe the potion helped."

"..., Hmm. I don't think so."

"What? But my mana decreased while I was asleep."

Of course, I couldn't even properly meet her eyes as I said this.

"That may be true, but I don't think that's it."

"?"

You see...

It wasn't the potion's help, it was just... well...

Yeah.

"Anyway, it's not that."

"Hmm..., okay. If Ain says it's not, then it's not."

Right.

It's nothing.

I thought this as I stroked Asha's head.
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A new hotel notice slipped through the door crack of our room with a swoosh the day after Asha's fiery slap.

Asha was the first among our companions to discover it, and she came running to me with pattering footsteps, holding it out.

"Ain, there was a notice that fell under our room door."

"Ah, yes. Thank you."

I naturally patted Asha's head before taking the notice and unfolding it.

- Veritas Hotel Emergency Notice

First, we would like to express our gratitude to all our distinguished guests who have chosen our hotel.

We hope that all guests will enjoy a happy and comfortable stay during their two-week period at our hotel.

However, an unfortunate incident occurred yesterday caused by one of our guests, resulting in strange phenomena that deviate from the existing hotel rules.

We are currently conducting an internal inspection of the hotel. Nevertheless, as it will take considerable time until the hotel stabilizes, we kindly ask all guests to follow the new usage guidelines.

The first page contained this information, and when I turned to the next page, I found additional rules that weren't in the original guidelines.

- Veritas Hotel Additional Usage Guidelines

1. The hotel's usage guidelines have been unavoidably added or modified. We ask all guests visiting the hotel to take note of this.

2. The hours for using the hotel lobby and restaurant have changed. Due to emergency inspections, until further notice is distributed, they will only be available between 10 AM and 11 AM, and between 7 PM and 8 PM. We appreciate your understanding.

3. If your belongings or items disappear from your room during your stay, you can find them in the lost and found box at the hotel's information desk, not in the room to your right. The rooms to the right of each guest room have been closed as of today. Please do not open the room to your right by mistake.

4. Currently, an unidentified monster has begun roaming the corridors disguised as guests. All guests are advised to always be cautious not to be deceived by the monster.

5. The added or modified usage guidelines are effective from today's breakfast time until further notice from our hotel. We would appreciate it if you could avoid confusion and mistakes.

The newly distributed notice ended with item 5.

In reality, items 1 and 5 were just like the original guidelines, saying things like welcome and be careful, so essentially three items had been added or changed.

After we all read the notice together, Eileen was the first to speak up.

"Hmm... if meal times are only one hour, I don't think I can eat three bowls..."

"That's right! Plus, we can't have both breakfast and lunch anymore!"

The two children also agreed with her words while hanging on her shoulders with just their heads poking out.

And I sighed at their expressions and words, finding them ridiculous.

"Is that really what's important to all three of you?"

"Of course eating is the most important thing!"

"Right, I suppose that's fair."

In truth, it was already past 8:30 AM, and the three of them were fully dressed, standing by the entrance, just waiting for 9 AM to arrive.

"But you should drop those poses of trying to leave, and rest sitting or lying down instead."

"But... since the time has been reduced, I want to go early and at least get in line."

Their sincere dedication to food was somewhat cute, but while I wasn't sure about dinner time, this wasn't the right approach for now.

"Veritas Hotel Rule #4: You must not leave your room after midnight and before breakfast time."

"Oh."

"Oh."

"And though the changed notice isn't kind enough to specify, since breakfast time has changed to 10 AM, you probably shouldn't go out until 10."

Although we've been resting comfortably without any problems so far, the hotel we're staying in is, as Horn mentioned, a place that eats people.

While it provides a lot of information through usage guidelines and notices, it doesn't kindly explain everything in detail or offer help.

They said not to pass through the 4th floor when going up or down, but the elevator sometimes just passes the 4th floor and continues upward if you don't press the button quickly enough.

Just like how they didn't clearly explain which was the right-side room, making it a slightly dangerous gamble, surely someone must have chosen the wrong room and lost their life.

So this changed breakfast time might also be a trap that intersects with the existing Rule #4.

After I explained this, Eileen and the children collapsed on the bed, seemingly in despair.

"Nooo... that means we'll barely have time for two bowls, let alone attempting three..."

"Why are we on the 32nd floor..."

None of what the three were muttering was wrong, and they certainly had reason to be disappointed due to the changes.

"No, is that really what's most important?"

"We keep telling you, food is the most important thing!"

Right now, rather than lamenting the reduced eating time, we should be examining the added and changed usage guidelines more carefully.

You clueless bunch.

Anyway.

Looking at the hotel's emergency notice distributed to our room, something stood out to me.

"Actually, yesterday while Horn, Avery, and Eileen were out, our luggage disappeared."

The sentence in the notice that read, "an unfortunate incident occurred yesterday caused by one of our guests..."

And the changed Rule #3: "If your belongings or items disappear from your room during your stay, you can find them in the lost and found box at the hotel's information desk, not in the room to your right."

Judging from these two statements, I thought that the usage guidelines might have changed due to the issue with the strange woman who died after being slapped by Asha in the right-side room.

"Ah, that's right! Our ingredients disappeared yesterday!"

"And Mr. Avery's potion vials disappeared too!"

The children finally remembered and started jumping around, pointing at the ingredients and potion vials.

"What? But kid, you didn't say anything about this."

"I was planning to let it slide since we found all our belongings and no one got hurt, but since I have a theory now, I'll explain everything."

As Horn asked me with wide eyes, I naturally began explaining what happened yesterday to my companions.

"As soon as the items disappeared, I left the children in the room and carried the sleeping Asha into the room to find the missing items..."

Fortunately, I told the story of entering the correct room and finding the items one by one.

"But trying to find all the ingredients and five potion vials by myself within 10 minutes was quite tight, so I ended up exceeding the 10-minute time limit."

"What? This crazy bastard is now..."

"No, don't curse, just listen. Then this really creepy corpse-like woman appeared, holding the last potion vial I was looking for, and grinning."

I told them about the ghost-like woman who appeared as soon as I exceeded the 10-minute limit, and about the last potion vial.

"I couldn't kill it because I don't have mana."

"So?"

"But... um... yes. Asha killed that grotesque woman while sleep-talking, and the very next day, we got this emergency notice saying the right-side rooms are closed..."

I disguised the story of Asha slapping and killing the ghost as something she did while sleep-talking.

"?"

"Huh?"

"?"

"Haha..."

So the five people who had no idea what was going on tilted their heads, busy processing what I had just said.

"It seems like this situation occurred because instead of a guest dying after exceeding the 10-minute limit, the ghost that appeared ended up dying."

"Ah... so that's why some mana disappeared..."

"That's right. I didn't think I needed to explain that, so I just let it go. But I didn't expect things to turn out like this."

Asha finally seemed to understand, blushing and lowering her head.

In conclusion, my thoughts were as follows:

"I think that whether for better or worse, if you break the usage guidelines and survive, additional anomalies appear along with new hotel notices."

If someone breaks the rules and dies, it would just be the same hotel as before, with only one person dead.

But if someone breaks the rules and survives, the hotel distributes an emergency notice. That was my hypothesis.

"In other words, the more you go against the usage guidelines, the harder it becomes to survive in the hotel. But thinking about it that way, I don't think it just gets more difficult."

So my bold prediction is that as it becomes harder to survive in the hotel, the rewards might also increase.

Of course, this was just my own unfounded imagination that hadn't been proven yet.

"For that reason, what do you all think about intentionally breaking another rule?"

In other words.

It might not be a bad idea to step on a landmine on purpose.
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No one opposed the idea I suggested.

"Of course, this is still just my hypothesis, so today I plan to break one of the rules as an experiment. If the notices are distributed again tomorrow, we can move more boldly from then on."

Everyone looked at me and nodded, while Eileen was the only one who smiled brightly and said it was a great idea.

"Then how about going to the restaurant first?! I want to eat three bowls!"

"Hmm... is that okay?"

"Of course it's okay! What's the problem with being able to eat a lot!"

I really envy her ability to think so simply, but what I was asking was also straightforward, so I wish she would catch on quickly.

And Asha, who seemed to understand my words immediately, continued my thought and said to Eileen:

"After resolving the anomaly that occurred in the right-side rooms, those rooms were completely closed off."

"Yes, and?"

"Then after resolving any anomaly that occurs in the restaurant, the restaurant will likely be closed as well. Are you still okay with that, Eileen?"

"..., Oh."

Upon hearing Asha's words, Eileen finally seemed to realize what we meant. Her bright smile and bouncy movements came to a halt.

"I don't mind. We have plenty of ingredients, so we can just cook for ourselves."

"Ah, that's not okay...! Meal times are important to maintain... let's break that rule on the last day, shall we?"

"Then please be quiet now. You're being distracting."

"Yes, ma'am."

At Asha's indifferent words, Eileen deflated, peeked at the clock on the wall, and then collapsed onto the bed.

So I smiled gratefully at Asha and continued speaking.

"As Asha mentioned, breaking the rules might result in that space being closed off. So it would be better to start by breaking rules that would cause the least inconvenience if that happens."

"Then the 4th floor would be best. That's a place that would actually be better off closed, wouldn't it?"

"Yes, I was thinking the same thing."

The rules I was primarily considering breaking were rules 6 and 7.

Rule 6, which requires moving in groups of at least two, and rule 7, which relates to the 4th floor, seem to be the most reasonable ones to break.

And since I was also thinking of prioritizing the 4th floor, I nodded and got up from the sofa.

"So Asha and I will go to the 4th floor together."

"Just the two of you... hmm. Come to think of it, I guess that would be enough."

"That's right. But you can continue with your concern if you'd like."

"I don't care, kid. It's probably not dangerous anyway, so why should I bother?"

Horn looked at me worriedly, then glanced at Asha who was smiling and linking arms with me, and then lay down indifferently as if all his concerns had vanished.

However, now was not the time to comfortably lie in bed.

"It's 10 o'clock now. Let's all go eat."

"Food!"

"Food!!"

It was time to enjoy the meal time, which was now limited to just one hour.



And so.

It took 10 minutes to go down from the 32nd floor to the 2nd floor, and another 10 minutes to stand in line behind people who had rushed there because the meal time was only one hour.

I patted the heads of the three whimpering children who seemed disappointed about wasting a precious 20 minutes.

And when it was finally our turn, the three children each grabbed a plate in each hand and began frantically loading up food.

"I'll get the meat!"

"Then I'll focus on fish!"

"I'll get pasta, noodles, and fried rice!"

The twins and Eileen, who had quickly bonded over food, nodded to each other and then scattered around, scooping up food.

But you know.

I can understand the growing twins who lost their parents early and follow me around.

"...No matter how I look at it, she doesn't seem like a noble."

"It's okay. It's easier if you don't think of her as a noble. When I first met her, I thought she was a beggar abandoned in the forest."

"...And yet she's from a count's family in the Haven Kingdom, which is quite prestigious."

Eileen genuinely didn't seem like a noble.

After starting to travel together, I had looked through books about the Haven Kingdom and learned that the Delphinium County family was an ancient founding family.

Moreover, even setting aside their status as founding contributors, I knew they had produced major ministers for the Haven Kingdom for generations.

Their status was incomparable to the viscount family of Lucia Bisen... whose name I'm starting to forget.

So.

"Hehehe! Delicious! Kids, just one bite of that! Aaaah!"

"No, you said just one bite!"

Ah.

I honestly don't know what to make of her either.

"Ain, you like this, right? And I'll get this too because you'll probably like it."

"Uh... yes. Thanks, Asha."

I can't tell if that figure, desperately stuffing food into her mouth with sauce all over her face just to eat more during the remaining meal time, is really a noble.



Anyway.

And so the brief meal time came to an end.

Of course, we couldn't eat until we were bursting, but we ate enough to feel moderately full.

To begin with, I had never eaten to fullness as an adventurer since I couldn't afford to become sluggish.

"I still wanted one more plate..."

Please, just stop.

Although I didn't say those words out loud, I looked at her with that sentiment in mind.

Of course, Asha standing next to me also glanced at Eileen with a similar expression, as if looking at a bug.

"Hey, you're both giving me those looks that say all sorts of mean things!"

"If you know, that's enough."

"If you know, that's enough."

"That's so mean! You two are alike! Equally nasty!"

Eileen pouted her lips looking at our expressions, but with the meal finished, that wasn't what was important now.

"Now that we've finished eating, the rest of you can take the elevator up first."

Now Asha and I will head to the 4th floor, and the others can just rest in a safe place.

Hearing my words, old man Horn slowly raised the corners of his mouth and raised his hand.

"Now that we've filled our stomachs, who wants to go to the billiards room? Me first."

"Me!"

"We want to go watch too!"

"Haha... I'll, I'll win this time."

Hmm.

"Very good. Then we're going to the billiards room, kid. Have a hellish time!"

"Yaaay~"

"Haha... g-good luck..."

The five of them, excluding me and Asha, piled into the elevator and waved goodbye to us as they disappeared.

"..."

"Shall we go too, Ain?"

"...Ah, yes. Let's go."

This is really annoying, what is this?

What is this feeling of spite that seems to be filling me?

With such thoughts making my lips twitch, I got into the elevator with Asha.

The elevator rattled as it began to take us up, and we went up and down between the 3rd and 5th floors until the 4th floor appeared instead of the 5th.



And when the 4th floor finally appeared, we got out of the elevator.

"Ain, it's the 4th floor."

"Yes, let's go."

I drew my sword to prepare for any possible situation, but...

Asha just smiled brightly and held my free hand.

Actually, there's nothing particularly different about the 4th floor yet.

"Ain, by the way, how are the new equipment working out?"

"They're so good that I've already stashed my old gear in the carriage."

"Pfft... I'm glad you like them."

We just strolled down the corridor, making small talk.

Since there were no guests on this floor, only a quiet stillness flowed, and no anomalies started in the long corridor.

So for now, it was peaceful.

It was so peaceful and calm that I found myself smiling.

Between the thud of my footsteps, the click of her heels naturally overlapped, similar to days gone by.

It was the sound of footsteps that always rang in my ears when we were together in the Empire.

On days when we wandered through the market streets snacking, or when we walked together sharing an umbrella on rainy days.

Similarly, now they continued to interlock familiarly, as if keeping time.

As I was lost in those memories, Asha's voice came from beside me.

"Ain."

"Yes, what is it?"

"What are you going to ask the golem when our hotel stay ends?"

The question to ask the golem after two weeks.

"Well, I'm still thinking about it actually."

"What are you considering?"

I do have things I want to ask about.

More details about traces of Nasatya, or ways to treat the ash-colored condition.

That's what this journey was for in the first place.

However, since we only get one question, I'm wondering what would be best.

"Since there are several of us, I can't just ask what I want to know."

"Oh, I thought since you were the party leader, it would be your question."

"No matter what, that would be too selfish..."

They're all good people. Just kind, simple-minded folks.

So even though I'm supposedly the leader, I couldn't make such a selfish choice.

Anyway, as we were walking down the corridor making idle conversation and passing time.

"Oh."

"Oh."

Suddenly monsters appeared.

All the doors along the long corridor burst open with a bang, and the atmosphere changed.

It seems they didn't like us casually chatting as if the 4th floor was nothing to worry about.

And then.

Smack!

There was Asha, forcefully slapping the cheek of a monstrous creature that had jumped out from the room right next to us.

The monster exploded.

A sound that one would never imagine coming from a slapped cheek echoed down the corridor.

The monsters that were bursting out of the doors seemed to hesitate for a moment, losing their momentum.

"Come in."

Hmm.

If I were a monster, I would have gone back into the room and triple-locked all the security.
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So to speak.

Even though I'm not majoring in monster psychology, I could tell their expressions were basically "Oh, shit. We're fucked."

"So monsters have emotions too."

"Hmm, is that so?"

Asha tilted her head as if she wasn't sure, but that's how it looked to me.

"I mean. It's pretty obvious."

"If Ain says so, then it must be true."

The creatures that had been howling and about to burst through the door were now all flinching, not rushing at us anymore.

I was busy staring at this strange sight with curiosity, while Asha rotated her wrist and stepped forward.

Instead of blood, mana dripped from her fingertips.

The monster that had been struck by Asha's hand disappeared without leaving a single drop of blood, leaving no remains behind.

So I stared blankly at her back before speaking.

"Need any help?"

I knew full well that she didn't need my help at all, but I asked anyway.

That was probably because...

I kept remembering her from when she was younger, before she had awakened her powers.

Now Asha was naturally stepping forward to solve problems, but in my mind, I still saw glimpses of her smaller self.

Even though we'd met again after three years apart and she had become a proper young woman, I was still treating her like a child.

However, Asha simply turned her head at my question, smiled brightly, and declined.

"It's okay. You helped me a lot when I was little."

"..."

As if recalling the same memories as me, she said that while naturally removing her accessories like necklaces and bracelets.

"Now it's my turn to help you, Ain."

"...Alright."

She threw off the robe she was wearing and walked forward with a tap-tap sound in her light dress.

A sapphire necklace emitting blue light.

As soon as she removed it from her neck, she took on the ashen form that was both familiar and strange.

So I stood far behind her, watching the scene.

As she wiggled her fingers as if trying to do something, mana gathered with a crackling sound, and when she snapped her fingers again, the walls on both sides of the corridor caved in with a ripping sound.

"Hmm... I guess since this isn't the Bercio ruins, I can't properly use space-time magic."

She muttered with puffed cheeks as if that wasn't the result she wanted.

After spending some time pouting and testing her magic...

Grrrr-

Keuruk-

Those sounds slowly reached my ears.

The monsters that had seemed to be cowering were now stretching, drooling, and staring at Asha and me.

And Asha, as if she didn't care about them at all, was busy adjusting her magic that wasn't activating properly, waving her hands around.

She missed.

With tearing sounds, various places caved in and twisted, but they didn't hit the monsters, just random spots.

She missed again and again.

So the monsters, after glancing at this scene cautiously, began to charge at us.

Monsters even more bizarre and grotesque than the strange woman we'd encountered in the room on the right.

If only my other companions and I had been trapped here, these hotel ghosts would have devoured us in an instant.

They charged madly as if this was their only chance.

However.

Well... they picked the wrong opponent.

"Ah, now I've got it."

With Asha's brief words, cracks formed between the creatures' heads and bodies.

The small cracks grew larger, and then with a cracking sound, the space was torn away.

"I guess this is my limit outside of ruins. That's a shame..."

Despite her words of disappointment, the necks of all the monsters charging at us completely disappeared.

Even the bodies that remained didn't collapse with a thud but scattered, covered in ash.

And she simply twirled around to face me with a smile.

"Ain, I think we're done."

"Ah... yeah."

After hiding her magical power and color again with bracelets and necklaces, she put on her robe and took my hand.

"Let's go back quickly, Ain. I need to take my medicine, and I want to be alone with you while no one else is in the room."

Asha said that while pulling me along.





The next day arrived.

When I woke up in the morning, as I expected, there was another notice distributed in front of the entrance.



- Veritas Hotel Emergency Notice

We would like to inform our esteemed guests who have visited our hotel.

First, we apologize for distributing another notice less than a day after the previous emergency notice.

Our hotel wishes to ensure a happy and peaceful time for all our guests, but the guest who caused the unfortunate incident the day before yesterday has caused another unfortunate incident.

Therefore, strange phenomena that deviate from the Veritas usage rules are occurring again.

The internal inspection of the hotel is expected to take longer, and we ask that guests please refer to the newly added usage rules.



- Veritas Hotel Additional Usage Rules

1. The hotel's usage rules have been unavoidably added or modified. We ask that guests visiting the hotel please take note.

2. First, the 4th floor has been completely closed and will no longer appear when going up or down. However, the 14th, 24th, 34th, and 44th floors are showing signs of transforming into spaces similar to the 4th floor.
Therefore, guests who have been assigned rooms on these floors should check this notice and come to the hotel front desk immediately to be reassigned rooms.

3. The elevator is currently under inspection due to unknown issues. Until the inspection is complete, it cannot be used, so we ask guests to use the stairs at both ends of the corridor. Please refrain from boarding the elevator even if it appears to be operational.

4. As of today, time restrictions have been placed on the recreational facilities on the 3rd floor. The billiards and bowling areas can only be used from 1 PM to 3 PM, and the game room can only be used from 10 PM to 11:50 PM. Please take note.

5. Due to the occurrence of several strange phenomena, we are currently not accepting new guests. If you notice a new guest checking into a room on your floor, they are not a guest.

6. The added or modified usage rules are effective from today's breakfast time until we provide further notice. We would appreciate it if you could avoid confusion and mistakes.



And so.

Like yesterday morning, we all gathered on the sofa to read the additionally distributed notice.

After each of us sighed with expressions of disbelief, we muttered our thoughts.

"Seriously... is this for real? How does it make sense that we can only use the billiards room for 2 hours?"

"If we can't use the elevator, do we have to walk down and up from our 32nd floor...? What about the dining room...? It'll be hard to even eat one bowl, right...?"

"Ugggh... The 4th floor didn't disappear, it just multiplied..."

Horn, Eileen, and the twins lamented like that before flopping down on the bed.

"Haha... Then from today, just, just bring some food to my room, Ain. Rather than going up and down 32 floors, I'd rather just, just stay in my room and focus on research..."

Avery laughed awkwardly, got up from his seat, and went to his room.

"What should we do today, Ain? Should we break rule number 6 as we discussed yesterday?"

Asha was looking at me with sparkling eyes, as if excited.

And I had a brilliant idea.

"Since things have come to this, it might not be bad to break multiple rules at once..."

Rather than our original plan of breaking one rule per day, I thought it might not be bad to break all the rules we could at once.

"Hmm, would that be okay? If we do that, we might end up with more than we can handle. Come to think of it, there are other tourists staying here besides us."

"That's why I'm still thinking about it."

We continued to worry about how to proceed, as this wasn't just our problem but could cause issues for other guests as well.

This problem needed to be resolved somehow before we could comfortably break the usage rules.

"Well, at least we know how things work now. Let's take a break until we come up with a good solution."

I said that and laid down on the sofa.

Of course.

"So what are you guys doing...?"

"Getting ready to go eat."

The three children were preparing to rush out with fire in their eyes, regardless of my concerns.

"...Asha. Can you look after them? I'm worried they might just pass through the 14th and 24th floors too."

"Yes, don't worry. I'll go with them."

So I sent Asha along because I was anxious about the kids' behavior.

And then.

"Waaah... I could only eat one bowl..."

"Waaah..."

The three children returned with tears in their eyes.
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It seems I spent a day or two quietly after that.

I comforted the three children who got muscle pain from going up and down 32 floors, and spent time admiring Horn who started enjoying a new form of entertainment due to the lack of time at the billiard hall.

Then suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

So I patted Asha, who had fallen asleep again due to Avery's reagent, and spoke.

"I've been thinking about something."

"Yes? What is it?"

Eileen, who was sitting with me on the sofa poking Asha's feet, responded, and the heads of my other companions quickly turned as they subtly moved closer to me.

Since all my companions happened to be gathered in the room, I blurted out the solution I had been pondering.

"The additional hotel rules said they're not accepting new guests, right?"

"Hmm, that's right. It's definitely gotten quieter since then."

I nodded at Horn's words and continued.

"Exactly. And they only accepted guests for one more week after us."

"Has it already been a week? Well, anyway, what are you trying to say?"

So.

To get to the point, what I wanted to say was this.

"Then couldn't we just extend our stay? It's a bit of a shame about the time, but if we extend for 8 days and make a mess when no one else is here but us, it should work."

"..."

The fact that while they weren't accepting new guests, they weren't preventing current travelers from extending their stay.

So my idea was that we could break the rules after all the guests who checked in after us had left.

After all, there wouldn't be any crazy people like us who would want to extend their stay while strange phenomena were occurring and putting lives at risk.

"Of course, we'll need to break the rules once more before all the other guests leave. They only stop accepting new guests while supernatural phenomena are ongoing."

"..."

Well.

I could hear the sound of the hotel owner's heart being torn to pieces, but that's not really my concern.

I'm not even sure if there is an owner in this haunted hotel.

"So what do you all think?"

I looked around at my companions and asked.

"You, damn. Are you a genius?"

While the other companions' eyes widened as they clapped, Horn's voice of admiration was heard.

"Hehehe... it was worth thinking about it for two days."

"That's such a crazy stupid idea! Let's do it right now!"

Led by Horn, all my companions got excited and shouted "Waaah!"

So we all went down to the empty hotel front desk together and extended our stay by 8 days.

The golem at the front desk stared at us intently, as if thinking, 'What the hell are these guys?'

But whatever, what can it do about it?

Anyway.

I walked through the corridor with Asha and gave her a brief explanation.

"So you extended the hotel stay while I was asleep?"

"That's right, I'm sorry for making the decision without asking you."

"No, I think it's not a bad method. Like Ain said, if no one's around, we can comfortably break the rules."

Asha shook her head at my answer, but her eyes sparkled as if she wanted to break the rules as soon as possible.

I suppose that's about right.

I think Asha tends to hold back her words and actions, so she probably feels a thrill from not having to follow established rules and regulations.

So I nodded and continued.

"So I think it would be good to break rule number 4 or 6 today or tomorrow to prevent new guests from coming in."

"Hmm... considering the additional notices so far, breaking rule 6 would probably be less inconvenient for daily life."

Veritas Hotel Rule 4: You must not leave your room between midnight and breakfast time.

Veritas Hotel Rule 6: You must move in groups of at least two people in the hotel.

Roughly guessing, the prohibited time would probably change or the minimum number of people would increase.

And.

"I think so too... huh?"

While Asha and I were talking, there was a delicate-looking woman walking toward us from the direction we were heading.

The woman, who was walking with elegant footsteps making click-clack sounds, made eye contact with us and smiled gently.

To be precise, she directed a slightly deeper smile at me, but I didn't have any particular thoughts about it.

'She looks like a noble.'

I just thought that while looking at her and was about to continue walking past her.

So.

Thwack-

"Kyaaak...! Ah, it hurts...!"

If only Asha, who was walking beside me, hadn't kicked the woman as we were passing by.

The woman immediately grabbed her kicked leg and screamed, and Asha, with an expressionless face, kicked her again.

Thud-

"Urgh...! Ah, it hurts...! Why are you suddenly hitting me...? *sob*..."

Because of that, I grabbed Asha's hand with a bewildered feeling and spoke.

"Asha? Um... shouldn't you not do this...?"

"This woman is not human."

Asha answered me like that and kicked the fallen woman hard again.

Hey, hey, hey.

Just because someone smiled once doesn't mean you can label them as something inhuman. That's not cool.

I thought that while hesitating, not knowing what to do, and just staring at her.

"Asha, um..."

"Ah, no. I'm not trying to say something strange, she really isn't human, Ain."

Perhaps because of my expression, Asha, uncharacteristically looking wronged, grabbed the fallen woman's hair and shook it violently, then poured out words as if explaining.

"Of course I noticed because the mana residue isn't human, but first of all, this woman is walking alone."

"...ah."

"As written in the additional rules, this isn't a person but a monster wearing a human disguise."

"You're right."

Come to think of it, she wasn't in a pair, and I had momentarily forgotten the fact that monsters disguised as guests were wandering around.

I had misunderstood Asha, who was actually following the rules well.

So as I was scratching my head awkwardly, Asha's eyes narrowed as she glared at me.

"...you were just happy because a pretty woman smiled at you."

"No."

The woman whose hair was grabbed by Asha cried and screamed that she wasn't a monster, but Asha ignored her and kicked her while pouting her lips.

"Do you like pretty women that much? Are you saying you like anything as long as it's pretty, even if it's a monster?"

"No, that's not it, if you'd let me explain..."

Asha seemed annoyed by the continuing screams of "kyaak-kyaaak," so instead of holding her hair, she roughly grabbed her mouth and covered it.

There was a cracking sound.

Even as a mage, if you reinforce your body with mana, you can exert superhuman strength, so even with just one hand, it would be stronger than if I squeezed with all my might.

"Idrin was right when she said all men are the same. They can't help themselves when they see a pretty woman..."

"..."

The monster, struggling in Asha's grip, finally made a choking sound and turned to ash and disappeared, and she just dusted off her hands and glared at me.

Then she spoke to me.

"Let's hear your excuse."

"..."

Is she asking for my final defense?

If so, if I answer incorrectly here, would I become A / In instead of Ain?

Such thoughts crossed my mind as I looked at her pouting her lips and looking up at me.

So for now, even if I had to put aside my feelings of being wronged, I needed to prioritize giving her the answer she would want.

"Ain, don't tell me you have nothing to say?"

"No, well..."

"Well what?"

"Um, so in my life so far."

"What about your life so far?"

"Asha, I've never seen anyone prettier than you."

"Never seen... what?"

To be honest, I think that's objectively true.

Thinking about it carefully, I don't think there was anyone with this level of beauty.

Neither the noble gentlemen I've encountered a few times, nor adventurers or other travelers have I ever thought were pretty.

Besides, Asha is a beautiful woman who can increase the sales of a grocery store several times over just with her appearance, even while making mistakes.

So.

I opened with that and was about to explain why I had been bewildered.

"So it wasn't because the monster's appearance was pretty that I tried to stop you... um."

"Th-that's enough... that's good enough..."

However, before my words could continue, she grabbed my hand again and walked ahead, cutting off my words.

"...I haven't finished explaining yet?"

"Um... yes. It's, it's okay... I think that's sufficient..."

No.

It's not sufficient for me.

Please also listen to the rest of my explanation about how I misunderstood because of that sleep-talking nonsense where you killed a strange woman by slapping her just because she smiled at me.

But even as I thought that.

"Heh, hehe... *sniff*. Ain, let's go to the room quickly?"

"Sure."

Because the corners of her mouth were turning up, and she was twitching her shoulders as if in a good mood.

Because our joined hands kept fidgeting, and the click-clack sound of her footsteps had become strangely cheerful.

"Hmhm~"

And because eventually I could hear such an uncharacteristic humming from her.

I just quietly looked at her back and kept my mouth shut.
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## Additional Rules for Veritas Hotel

1. Unfortunately, the hotel's rules have been added to or modified. We ask all guests visiting the hotel to take note.

2. Due to paranormal phenomena, the minimum number of people required to move together in the hotel has been changed from 2 to 3. Guests who are unable to form groups of 3 are requested to come to the hotel front desk immediately upon receiving this notice to check out. The full cost will be refunded for guests who must check out due to this personnel requirement.

3. Abnormal phenomena are occurring with the hotel's clocks. Not only the clocks provided in the rooms, but even personal timepieces may occasionally show incorrect times. Therefore, we are helping concerned guests check out even if their scheduled stay is not yet complete. Our hotel takes no responsibility for incidents that occur due to failure to keep track of time.

4. Monsters wearing the appearance of your companions have begun roaming around. If you encounter them outside your room, be suspicious even if they claim to be your colleague, friend, or lover.

5. We prioritize the safety of our distinguished guests who have visited our hotel, and we currently believe that extending your stay would be extremely dangerous. Therefore, we inform you that extensions of stay for current guests are no longer possible.

6. The added or modified rules are effective from today's breakfast time until further notice from our hotel. We would appreciate it if you could avoid confusion and mistakes.



To put it simply, yesterday Asha broke hotel rule number 6 by leaving the room alone.

All sorts of strange noises could be heard beyond the room, and screams echoed several times, which made me worry briefly.

But when Asha came back in, casually dusting off her hands, she only had what appeared to be monster fluid splattered on her cheek.

In fact, Asha mentioned that the constant appearance of monsters was starting to get boring.

She looked genuinely peaceful as she expressed her wish for something new to appear, so I just accepted it.

And then.

The next day, when I opened the envelope that had been distributed, there was no first page with emergency instructions—just the additional rules for Veritas Hotel placed in front of our door.

"Hmm, are they angry?"

"If I were the hotel owner, I would have kicked us out long ago."

"That's true."

Judging by how they've removed the usual greetings and apologies and only provided additional rules, the hotel management must be quite upset.

Yet they still distributed these additional rules.

After reading through the additional rules, I placed the paper on the table and spoke to my companions.

"From now on, we'll always go with Asha no matter where we go. Honestly, at this point, we probably can't handle dangerous situations properly on our own."

Meanwhile, Asha was curled up on my lap like a cat, purring as she claimed she would guard it, so I stroked her head as I continued.

"As for the clocks... well, since they say they might occasionally be wrong, let's only move around during truly safe times. I think it's easier to just give up on breakfast."

"Nooo... our precious meals..."

I gave a bitter smile to the three children who slumped in disappointment at my words.

But the time when we're most easily deceived is undoubtedly right after waking up in the morning, so it's an unavoidable decision.

"And regarding monsters that look like us, there shouldn't be any problem. When we leave the room, we'll always state our destination and only go there and back."

After saying that, I stretched.

These rules should be enough to adapt to the added and changed hotel regulations.

And as soon as I finished speaking, Horn clicked his tongue in disappointment and muttered.

"Hmm... our happy vacation has finally come to an end."

"Not being able to use recreational facilities like the billiards room doesn't make it an unhappy vacation, old man."

"I just found something fun after a long time, you brat. If I think about it, it's been about 300 years, hmm..."

In truth, meals could be prepared in the kitchen attached to our room, and recreational activities were just hobbies we'd miss but could live without.

Even in this chaotic situation, if we just stayed in our room, it would still be a peaceful and relaxing vacation.

Still, seeing Horn's disappointment was a bit bitter, when suddenly—

"Well... it can't be helped. In that case, let's go to a workshop when our hotel stay is over."

"Why?"

"To buy a billiards table. Then we won't be bored whenever we camp."

Horn nodded resolutely as he said this.

No matter how you look at it, wanting to go to a workshop just for a billiards table seems a bit much.

Besides, even if we somehow managed to load such a large billiards table onto the carriage, there wouldn't be room for people.

"Horn... I'm sorry, but we can't fit something that big in the carriage."

"Then we'll buy a bigger and more expensive carriage at the workshop. Hmm, the solution to the problem is very simple."

"You crazy old dwarf."

"What did you say, you punk?"

Does he think money grows on trees?

We just continued bickering as always.





After another two days or so, the hotel interior had become quite deserted.

I suppose the notice that guests could check out before their scheduled period was over must have seemed quite frightening to people.

After all, the hotel management themselves changed their initial explanation that guests must check out after two weeks no matter what.

Naturally, for most people, their lives are far more important than the small reward of learning the truth.

I was thinking this while having tea with Asha and Avery in the hotel lobby.

"There really are no guests left now."

"I actually prefer it being quiet, Ain."

"Haha... well, I guess no one wants to, um, die..."

While there still seemed to be a few people heading to the restaurant, we three were the only ones having tea in the lobby.

Oh, of course, Horn and the three children had come down to the second floor with us, then gone to the restaurant to eat.

Horn had followed along like a nanny since we couldn't just send the three children off alone.

Anyway.

After drinking my tea, I spoke to Avery.

"Avery, how's the new reagent?"

"Haha... I'm sorry. I still haven't figured it out."

The clinical trial of the ash suppressant that had started since we entered the hotel had been going on for over ten days now, but Avery regretfully shook his head at my question.

"Is it a materials problem?"

"Hmm... materials seem insufficient, but honestly, without accurate indicators for the mixture, I can't be certain. Asha falling asleep is just a side effect of the reagent, not evidence that the medicine is working properly."

I never once thought that creating something that doesn't yet exist in the world would be easy.

The reason I've been pushing Avery until now was just because...

This crazy guy always says "Come on! F-fighting!" whenever he does anything, and then inevitably follows it with "Ta-da! I-I failed..." which is really annoying.

"It is difficult."

"Maybe the approach was wrong from the beginning. I assumed that the ash was a type of disease and mixed ingredients with strong neutralizing and suppressing effects... Well, I'll try a different approach."

That's why I don't get annoyed when I see Avery explaining things seriously like this.

When he's focused on what he needs to do, he speaks normally without stuttering, though he probably doesn't realize it himself, and sounds quite doctor-like.

"I'm counting on you."

"Haha... y-yes. I'll d-do my best..."

Of course, the way he immediately scratches his head while speaking wasn't particularly impressive.

As we were chatting over tea, Horn and the three children approached us.

"Kid, let's go up now. We've finished eating."

"Whew... four bowls is a new record..."

"Ugh... we're so full..."

The twins were patting their bellies, Eileen was covering her mouth as if about to throw up, and Horn was making sucking sounds as if something was stuck in his teeth.

So I naturally asked:

"What color are my underwear today?"

"What are you talking about, you crazy bastard?"

The three children's expressions contorted in confusion as if they'd heard something strange, and Horn openly cursed.

"Come on, quickly. What color is my underwear today?"

"Augh! It's black, you idiot!"

When I kept pressing, Horn shouted that it was black while continuously cursing.

However.

"Wrong, you monster bastard. I told you I wasn't wearing any when we left!"

"Ah, wait. I forgot. Getting old these days..."

Though he tried to explain while stepping back as if flustered.

"Then die!"

With those words, I thrust my sword into the chest of the monster wearing Horn's disguise.

"Keh, keurk...! Keureurgeuk..."

This is the quickest, simplest method with a near-zero probability of losing an argument.

As I split the body of the monster disguised as Horn in half, Asha's magic crushed the monsters that looked like the three children.

From the beginning, we had agreed that once we separated, we would each complete our tasks and return straight to our room.

In other words, I never told them to come to the lobby after finishing their meal.

So after killing the monsters and shaking the bodily fluids off my sword, I heard Asha's voice from behind.

"Ain."

When I turned around, Asha was staring at me intently, a blush slowly spreading across her face.

"Yes, what is it?"

"Are you really not wearing underwear?"

As she swallowed hard and lowered her gaze between my thighs with an expression that was almost frightening.

"Ah, n-no. That was j-just today's p-password...?"

"Oh... I see..."

I had to answer Asha, who was sipping her tea with a disappointed look, while stuttering madly just like Avery.
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When the body is comfortable, the mind becomes relaxed.

And when my mind relaxes, I tend to dig up things I normally wouldn't have the leisure to recall.

When I was younger, I would only retrieve memories from Earth and become consumed by nostalgia.

However.

I'm not smart enough to vividly remember things from over 20 years ago, so my memories of Earth have gradually become hazy and blurred.

I did manage to write down the novel's settings and contents in Korean in a notebook before I forgot them, but truthfully, even my Korean has become quite fuzzy, just like those memories.

I've started to find it difficult to read that notebook, even though I wrote it myself.

Despite being able to speak languages of various countries and races thanks to my efforts since childhood, Korean has been fading away.

If someone asked me to speak Korean now, what would come out of my mouth would be something awkward and clumsy.

"..."

I can no longer clearly remember my previous parents' faces.

It's been too long since I last saw them, so only their outlines remain while their faces don't appear clearly.

At least their precious names still come to mind after a bit of thought and consideration.

Park Bok-ja.

Kim Chun-sik.

Two rather old-fashioned names pop up from a corner of my mind.

So perhaps unconsciously humming songs I used to hear on Earth and blurting out phrases that were popular there...

Maybe I'm pulling them out without realizing it because I don't want to completely forget them.

Those hazy memories still occasionally surface when my body is comfortable and my mind relaxed.

Of course.

Now memories of the ever-growing Empire come to mind first.

All sorts of memories I've accumulated since childhood pop up and spread first.

As time passes, what grows stronger isn't the me from Earth, but the me living as Ain.


Anyway, all those things wedge their way in when my mind relaxes and try to make me into a weak person.

So it's about time for my body to become uncomfortable again.

I was the kind of guy who could only pull himself together and move forward when his body was uncomfortable.









And so time passed, and we faced an empty hotel with only golems besides us.

Actually, we've been the only ones inside the hotel for several days now, but I didn't think we needed to break the usage rules early.

Doing so would only make things inconvenient for us.

So we obediently followed the usage rules and spent our time resting normally until the day before checkout. When the awaited day finally arrived, we grinned.

"The long time of humiliation and oppression... was becoming unbearable."

After nearly two weeks with an additional week extension, even relaxation was starting to get boring.

"What are you talking about? You've just been resting comfortably."

"Tsk, be quiet."

I clicked my tongue at Horn's nitpicking comment, then continued with what I wanted to say.

"Ah, this cool and heavy sensation. It's been three weeks."

I drew my sword with a swish.

"Why is Ain acting like that again, Tori?"

"I don't know. He does this sometimes. Let's just let him finish, Yaki."

"Oh, so he's always like this!"

Ah, really.

I don't know why there are so many people picking on me today.

Anyway, I drew my sword and stood in front of the entrance.

There was still an hour left until breakfast time, but we had a tight schedule to complete everything we needed to do today.

So I slightly turned my head to address my companions waiting behind me.

"Everyone, please stay inside the barrier Asha has created and advance slowly."

"Got it, youngster."

"Haha... don't worry."

"Okay~"

The first usage rule we would break is number 4.

After midnight and before breakfast time, one must not leave their room. If someone knocks on the door, never open it or go outside.

Every morning, we would hear knocking sounds on our room door, so today some unknown entity would surely knock on the door.

Knock knock-

The moment it knocked like this, I flung the door open and immediately thrust my sword.

"Die!"

This is my answer to whatever has been knocking on the door every morning for the past three weeks, getting on my nerves.

My sword plunged into the flickering shadow standing in front of the door.

Unlike the bizarre woman we encountered in the right room, at least my sword was effective against this one.

"Kiek- Kieek-"

Of course, it didn't die immediately just because I stabbed it once with my sword, but what matters is that my sword, which has no mana, was effective.

In other words, my sword blade was covered with ash powder, so the flickering form that would normally just pass through was now fixed on my sword.

"Horn, hammer time!"

"You got it! Die, monster!"

This is ash powder enchantment, you monster bastard.

Horn and I, who had been useless due to our lack of mana, were excited that our attacks were finally effective and enthusiastically pounded on the monster's body.

So the monster, which probably had the form of a grim reaper, had its giant scythe taken away, was riddled with holes from my sword, and had its head flattened by Horn's hammer before dying.

"Let's keep the scythe. We could sell it at a workshop for some money."

"Good idea. Let's go hunt the next one."

Looking around the corridor, there were at least three reapers on our floor.

We just killed one of them, and the remaining two rushed at us after seeing their dead comrade.

Kaaaaang-

However, those scythes would never reach us.

After all, the reason Horn and I could charge at them in the first place was because of Asha's protective barrier.







Unfortunately, as we continued checking each floor, we found that the three reapers we killed were all there were.

I don't know if they all went home because there were no guests in the hotel, but our plan to take their scythes for profit was disappointingly thwarted.

Anyway, we broke usage rule number 4, and next was rule number 2 regarding dining hours.

We headed straight to the restaurant and leisurely enjoyed our meal.

It was a bit ridiculous to see Eileen and the twins each bringing five plates filled with all kinds of food as if it were their last supper.

But the sight of the three children grinning happily because they could eat a lot was somewhat cute.

And so.

As we spent time eating past the restricted dining hours, the anomalous phenomenon we were waiting for subtly began.

I was curious whether the chef would appear wielding a knife, or if another cliché monster would show up.

Wriggle-

"Eh."

Sadly, what became strange was the food we were eating.

The food began to wriggle like living creatures, and several eyeballs blinked between the sauce, looking at us.

"...this is gourmet."

Blood slowly oozed from the well-cooked meat pieces, which then began to throb and pulsate.

The seafood that the children were trying to eat, pierced with forks, bizarrely started to speak.

"Asha."

"Yes?"

While others were turning pale at the sight, Asha seemed fascinated by the wriggling food, lifting it with her fork to examine it.

Whatever was wriggling on Asha's fork screamed.

"...I wonder if it wasn't food to begin with?"

"Hmm, that's not it. It seems like a transformation due to magical phenomena, but it's a type I've never seen before, so I'm not sure how to revert it back to normal."

She didn't seem to find them disgusting at all, poking at the screaming thing and then-

"That's a relief... no, wait! That doesn't mean you should eat it...!"

She cut off the end and put it in her mouth.

"Hmm, it's wriggling in my mouth. The taste... is exactly the same as before, so if you find it gross, you could just close your eyes and eat it, don't you think?"

"..."

Come to think of it, Asha was the type who would eat strange food without concern.

"Ain, want to try a bite? It's quite fun feeling it struggle in your mouth."

"No, absolutely not."

"Are you refusing something I'm offering...?"

"..."

Ah, memories of that crazy caterpillar.

At times like this, memories of a certain cunning woman looking up at me with round eyes start to resurface.

"Urgh, uweeeek..."

"Weeeek... ugh, uweeek...!"

Fortunately.

Her attempt to torment me with a broad smile ended awkwardly as everyone around us started vomiting.







So we went around breaking the usage rules one by one.

Veritatis Hotel usage rule number 5: the anomalous phenomenon that occurs when using the third staircase that appears in the center was an endless staircase that never reaches the next floor.

Perhaps they hoped we would be trapped in the never-ending staircase, unable to escape and eventually die.

Slash-

Crack-

Quite anticlimactically for the hotel, Asha sliced through the blocked wall and split it open, rendering their trap useless.

For reference, when Horn and I tried our hardest to cut and pound the wall, it remained intact, so if we had come alone, we would surely have died.

With this, we had broken all the original usage rules, and after sending the other companions back to their rooms, Asha and I went around breaking each of the additional rules as well.

We visited the 14th, 24th, and 44th floors to slap some monsters around, and even rode the elevator that was supposedly under maintenance.

Since there were no guests left in the hotel besides us, whenever we saw a human figure wandering the corridors, we immediately rushed over and stabbed it with a sword.


In other words.

By the end of the day, the hotel was in complete chaos.

To prepare for any situation, we pushed the beds together and all huddled inside Asha's barrier.

"Now when we wake up tomorrow and check out, they'll give us an amazing reward, right?"

"Hmm... come to think of it, they might not give us anything because we were so mischievous."

I said this with quite a bit of expectation, and Horn thought for a moment before replying.

"Come on, if we rejected the normal difficulty and cleared the hard difficulty, the reward should definitely be better."

"You're the first crazy person I've ever met who causes havoc in a hotel and then demands a better reward."

But.

Thinking about it, Horn's words weren't wrong at all.

"Ah, well..."

We turned the entire hotel into a mess and caused all the existing guests to get full refunds.

After doing all that and thinking about it, we really were just crazy.

"If there's no reward tomorrow, we can just be satisfied that we got a good rest. Go to sleep, youngster."

"Well... that's true. Good night."

I looked at the three children and Avery who had already fallen asleep, then closed my eyes.

I seemed to fall asleep quickly, probably because I had been busy moving around all day, but at some point, I felt something hugging me tightly and breathing on my neck.

Of course, my tired body didn't wake up from something like that.









And then.

When morning came and we checked, we found:


- Leave the hotel immediately upon finding this notice and check out.


A rather short notice with just one line of text had been dropped in front of the entrance.

"...Are we screwed?"

No matter how I look at it, I can feel all kinds of anger emanating from this single piece of paper.


Anyway, my companions and I packed our belongings and went down to the hotel front desk.

Naturally, we all took the elevator that was supposedly under maintenance and comfortably headed to the first floor.

The hotel lobby, which was always full of people, was now empty with only a few golems waiting for us. Asha and I walked ahead to face a golem.

- I will assist with the checkout for representative Ain and 6 others who have used our Veritatis Hotel.

"Ah, yes."

Fortunately, the golem didn't seem particularly angry with us.

- Please wait in front for a moment to verify your information.

"Understood."

The golem mechanically returned the ID I had submitted and slowly turned its head, scanning us with a whirring sound.

The process took quite a while, just like during check-in, and during that time, Horn muttered quietly to me.

"What kind of crazy person creates chaos and then politely responds?"

"...Be quiet."

Even I think I'm a bit crazy when I consider it myself, but there's no need to say it out loud.

As we were bickering like this, the golem's humming voice was heard.

- Confirmed: Representative, intermediate adventurer Ain and 6 others who stayed in room 32101 of Veritatis Hotel for 3 weeks. Please receive your ID that you submitted for your stay.

"Ah, thank you."

And the golem continued.

- Representative Ain and 6 others have broken all usage rules distributed by our hotel over the past 3 weeks.

Although the golem's words should be completely devoid of emotion, they somehow seem mixed with irritation and anger.

- These 7 individuals will be registered on the hotel's blacklist for the next 100 years, and as a result, they are prohibited from entering Veritatis Hotel in the future.

"...Pardon?"

"'Pardon?' my ass. Has your conscience exploded?"

No.

It's not that I feel wronged; I just blurted it out because I thought they would talk about compensation.

- Therefore, the checkout reward for representative Ain and 6 others is...

The golem paused mid-sentence, opened its chest area with a creak, and spat out a small golem miniature to us.

- This is a small golem from Veritatis Hotel, which pursues truth and verity. The small golem will provide answers to questions the user desires at regular cooldown intervals.

"Wow."

We received it and blankly listened to the golem's final words.

- Thank you for visiting our hotel, and we hope your journey to distant places will be meaningful.

The golem made a whirring sound as it slowly tilted its head to bow to us.







********







- Veritatis Hotel Notice

To the guests who have read the usage rules carefully and broken each one:

While we still thank you for visiting our Veritatis Hotel.

We hope that you will never visit again for the next 100 years, and even after 100 years.

Absolutely.

Never.

Come back.
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Iron and anvil.

The pounding of the hammer.

The heat of the forge.

Beads of sweat flowing beyond the red flames.

In other words, all of these symbolize dwarves.

Because it's a realm so distant that humans dare not even attempt to reach it.

Therefore, everything crafted by dwarven hammers must be nothing short of masterpieces.

The flames kindled by such a closed and exclusive race are certainly that way.

And.

The Creatio Workshop, the only place where dwarves continue to visit.

Perhaps there, you might encounter dwarven techniques that have been passed down for hundreds or thousands of years.

It might also showcase new masterpieces created because some dwarves, intrigued by human techniques, first set foot there.

The massive workshop built near the border must surely have such intentions behind it.

Of course.

But then again, you might also end up facing the past of a certain aged dwarf.

********

Asha now drinks Avery's potion and falls asleep as if it's routine.

Even on the carriage heading east after leaving the hotel, she drinks the potion and sleeps soundly, seemingly unbothered.

As the carriage moves forward and time passes, Asha's sleep-talking can be heard.

"Hmm... Ain..."

Despite the driver's seat being quite uncomfortable, Asha's murmurs, as she lies on my lap, reach only my ears before fading away.

"Heh, hmm... It's... really not far now... mmm..."

"..."

Wait, what's not far?

"Prepare... hmm. Heh, Ain, hehe..."

Damn, what's not far? And why do I need to prepare?

I flinched at that thought, but still stroked her head as she fell asleep with a slight smile on her lips.

Honestly, lately, whenever I face Asha's words or actions, my spine chills.

She seems exactly the same as three years ago, but at times she shows things completely different from back then, making me break into a cold sweat.

I feel it instinctively.

The distance between us seems similar, but if I let my guard down even a little, it becomes frighteningly close.

In other words.

"...Hmm."

Her once purely gentle gaze has become quite strange.

The shy trembling of her fingers has also transformed into something else.

Her always calm breath sometimes becomes disturbed and sticky at certain moments.

She keeps licking her lips. Her scarlet tongue briefly sticks out, then slips back in.

Putting it all together, it somehow resembles the characteristics of a predator eyeing its prey.

But well, even if I come to that conclusion, there's nothing I can do about it.

"Hmm, Ain..."

"Yes, yes."

It's absurd for a mere mid-tier adventurer with nothing to his name to go against the Ashen one.

I can only hope that the trust and affection we've built since childhood will make her follow me well.

"Ain... mmm..."

"Yes, I'm right here."

So I.

Stroked her head as she tightly hugged my waist and buried her nose against my stomach, taking a deep breath.

"Hehe..."

And her strange sleeping habit continued for quite some time.

She didn't let go of me until nightfall when the carriage stopped and others were preparing to camp.

Though unfortunately, since Asha remained asleep, we couldn't easily light a fire or hunt.

Horn, grinning with the axe he received from Asha, went into the forest and returned with firewood and a small wild animal, looking satisfied.

Soon, the campfire crackled to life.

As I still had Asha sitting on my lap, patting her gently, today's meal duty fell to the children and Avery.

"Ah! Don't put that in, mister!"

"That's right! You shouldn't put medicine in food!"

"B-but... this potion can s-serve as a seasoning..."

The three gathered around the pot are making a commotion as usual.

"Last time you said it was seasoning too, but we all fell asleep!"

"W-wouldn't something that makes all seven people fall asleep while eating be... d-delicious...?"

"No, it wouldn't!"

So, as always, chaos ensued.

Watching this scene for a while and seeing no resolution, I quietly muttered while holding Asha.

"Keep messing with the food and you'll really get it."

I didn't specifically target Avery with my warning.

"We weren't messing around!"

"I-I wasn't joking either..."

Well, that's obvious if one can think normally.

"Twins, throw away those unidentified herbs you're holding. Avery, put away that potion bottle."

Just by looking, it was clear that all three were trying to make an unusual stew.

"Aww..."

"Eileen, keep an eye on those three."

"Of course! Don't worry! I'm serious about food, you know? In that sense, all three of you, attention! Today's dinner will be prepared under the supervision of me, Eileen Frigia Delphinium!"

The problem is that she's too serious about food.

But still, Eileen is a noble, and she values what she eats, so it should be fine.

Anyway, I left today's dinner to those four and took out a small golem.

- I will answer your questions with truth and wisdom.

And as soon as I took it out, it spoke as if giving an automatic response.

- Please make your questions as detailed and clear as possible. Only then can we provide you with more detailed and clear truths and wisdom.

Questions should be as detailed and clear as possible.

So if I were to ask something vague like 'how to change the world,' this golem would also give a vague answer.

"Hmm... what should I ask then?"

- If that is your question...

"No, no. It's not at all, so don't answer and just wait."

- Yes, I'll wait. After answering your question, please note that the reuse waiting period until you can use me again is 90 days, so please use me wisely.

This is why I spend so much time contemplating whenever I take out the golem.

It was great that the questions didn't end with just one, but the reuse waiting period was a whopping 90 days.

If I wasted one chance on a useless question, I'd have to wait for 3 months.

As I was deeply pondering this, Horn sat down next to me with a thud and spoke.

"What are you thinking so hard about? It's not like you only have one chance, so just start with the important questions."

"I'm not sure how to prioritize that importance."

To be honest, I hadn't decided what question to ask even until the moment we checked out of the hotel.

I had narrowed down some candidates in my mind, but it was quite difficult to pinpoint just one.

After all, I had to consider not only my questions but also those of others.

So.

Seeing me scratching my head awkwardly, Horn spoke again, as if in disbelief.

"Are you stupid? The top priority in our journey has always been the Ashen one in your arms."

"That might be true for me, but Horn and the other companions might have different priorities...?"

"...You're being ridiculous."

"Well, ugh."

Old man Horn lightly hit my head as I kept hesitating.

Despite being so short that our eyes met even when I was sitting, he placed his hands on his short waist, pretending to be cool, and continued.

"The woman right in front of you comes first. Of course, you solve your companion's problems first. Besides, it's only 90 days anyway."

"..."

"While you two were whispering on the driver's seat, we already discussed this among ourselves. First, let's solve the issue of whether it's a cure or a suppressant, kid."

As he said that, the gazes of the other companions who were messing with the food also turned towards us.

Each one of them had a smirk on their face, which was quite annoying.

"Ahem... then the first question will be about the Ashen suppressant."

I could only answer like that, avoiding their gazes as their collective attention made me feel awkward.

And.

Shattering the unnecessary emotion that was making my heart pound, the words that followed were quite vexing.

"In return, I want to buy a billiard table, so our next destination is the workshop. Of course, you'll be paying for it, kid."

"Then buy us a soft mat!"

"Haha... I'd like some items for my r-research..."

"Well then, I, Eileen!"

With money already tight, these people were trying to drain my empty pockets, so I uttered just one sentence and covered my ears.

"All of you, shut up."

Ignoring my increasingly noisy companions, I just held the still-sleeping Asha tightly.

"Hehe, Ain..."

I wish she'd wake up soon and scold these people.

Ch.130 - Episode 6. The Dwarf and the Workshop. (2)
# Episode 6. Dwarves and Workshop.

The evening meal by the campfire ended, and I spoke while my companions gathered around to watch.

"I have a question. I want to know about the formula for the ash-colored remedy or suppressant."

Of course, this wasn't directed at my companions, but rather a question I intended to ask the small golem that I had set aside during our meal.

Information about the ash-colored remedy or suppressant.

Though many thoughts were still swirling in my head, this was the question I wanted to ask the golem first.

Well.

The only thing I could ask clearly and specifically right now was about the ash-colored remedy.

First, I planned to visit a workshop to repair the broken ancient magic measuring device.

Besides, asking a vague question about completely solving the ash problem would obviously yield an equally vague answer.

And with only one trace of Nasatya, I had no idea what questions would get me the answers I wanted.

So if I wanted to ask such questions, it would be better to gather more information and evidence first.

- I recommend you speak more specifically and clearly. Or would you like me to answer with the truth and facts as is?

"I'll tell you the list of ingredients we've tried mixing for the ash-colored remedy. Sunflower petals, mandrake root, bright red berries containing life force, giant caribou horn fragments, dried sirka mushrooms, water from the Spring of Purity and..."

Following the golem's advice, I recited all the ingredients we had tried mixing so far.

We had truly tried all sorts of ingredients, but honestly, I couldn't even tell if using those ingredients was getting us closer to the right answer.

Still, it was better to spill everything, even if useless, rather than saying nothing at all.

"Um... these are the ingredients we've tried mixing. And when we tested our concoction, the ash only went dormant for a few hours, with no actual healing effect or suppression progress."

- Thank you. Please wait a moment while I organize this information.

"Sure."

When I finished speaking, the small golem made creaking sounds like the giant golem we'd encountered at the hotel, moving its body slightly.

However.

One minute passed, then five minutes.

After more than ten minutes of continuous creaking sounds, we naturally began chatting while waiting for the golem's answer.

"Um... I was thinking this at the hotel too, but isn't it kind of creepy when the golem does that...?"

Eileen glanced nervously at the creaking golem before turning away, looking scared.

"Well, considering it's a hotel with eerie usage rules and monsters, I guess the golem fits the theme."

"Ah... when you put it that way, it makes sense. But... I'm still scared."

It might have been deliberately designed to make creepy sounds and movements to match the hotel's concept.

"I find your obsession with food scarier."

"Hey, hey, hey. I'm a noble."

"So what?"

Besides, talking golems like this are hard to find anywhere.

Golems are ultimately just crude statues made of lumped stones.

They're only used as entrance guardians in places like wizards' towers, not designed to do anything intricate.

The current wizards probably couldn't even make something like this.

In fact, it's extremely strange that a golem can speak fluently, retrieve information, and provide answers about truth and facts.

As I ignored Eileen, who was pouting about being a noble who keeps getting disrespected, Horn continued the conversation.

"Hmm, I don't think it took this long to answer other people's questions during checkout. Maybe questions about the ash are more difficult."

"Well, I suppose no one else would be asking about an ash-colored remedy."

"Seeing how long it's taking, it should eventually answer."

It definitely hadn't taken this long to answer a single question before. If it had answered all those people's questions this slowly, the person at the back of the line wouldn't have finished checking out until the next day.

Thinking this, I picked up the golem that was still busy creaking.

"Hmm, is it broken? Should we try knocking on it?"

"Yeah, let me hit it with my hammer. As they say, broken things only work after you beat them."

Indeed, the idea that anything works better after being hit is a timeless wisdom even dwarves acknowledge.

So I reached out to hand the golem to Horn.

- Information organization complete. I will now provide the truth and facts about the ash-colored remedy or suppressant.

The golem's voice came just as Horn's hammer was about to be raised high.

"... Seems like the golem didn't want to get hit."

"That's too bad. See you again in 90 days then."

Anyway, we put down our fists and hammer and focused on what the golem was saying.

- First, since there has never been a complete cure for the ash from ancient times to the present, an ash-colored remedy does not exist. Complete treatment through a concoction is deemed impossible.

"..."

Unfortunately, the first answer was that complete treatment of the ash through a concoction is impossible.

It seems we'll need to follow the main path of finding traces of Nasatya for that aspect.

- However, there are some remaining cases regarding ash suppressants. There are examples of concoctions that provide temporary suppression effects, lasting from as short as one month to as long as one year.

"I'll take that. Please explain."

If there's any good news, it's that there were cases related to the ash suppressant that Avery had been intensively researching.

So perhaps through continued research on suppressants based on existing cases, we might eventually achieve complete suppression.

I took out my notebook and pen and started taking notes as I listened to the explanation.

- Among the ingredients you've mixed, giant caribou horn fragments and water from the Spring of Purity are unnecessary and should be excluded. They only suppress general illnesses and don't help with the ash.

"Good. Next."

From the golem's explanation, fortunately, it seemed our basic framework wasn't wrong.

- You need giant bear bile, desert spider eyeballs, and sap from the Inzen tree.

"Hmm, and?"

Those are somewhat expensive ingredients, but thankfully they can be obtained on the market somehow.

But then.

- Shed skin from a dragon that has lived over 500 years and bark fragments from the sacred world tree in the Forest of Elves.

"... Hey, wait a minute."

What came out of the golem's mouth next was a bit problematic, to say the least.

- Then mix in starlight captured in a bottle from the Star-flowing Ravine, and use it as a suppressant.

"... No."

The golem recited a list of materials that I wasn't sure we could obtain.

The dragon's shed skin and world tree bark were already problematic, but the Star-flowing Ravine is a place only accessible to advanced adventurers or higher.

Me, a mid-level adventurer, and Asha, who just registered as an adventurer.

Avery and the twins, Eileen and Horn, who aren't even adventurers.

With this combination, we couldn't even set foot in the place where a necessary ingredient was located.

And the golem's words didn't end there.

- Also, the final ingredient varies depending on what the ash is fixated on.

"... What?"

- For ash tainted with survival instinct, I recommend using poisonous herbs that grow in the Ploy region. For ash tainted with violent and murderous urges, use Humid fungus that only grows underground in the desert. For ash fixated on affection, use Hallus mushrooms with hallucinogenic effects, and for obsession with love or sexual desire, use Picentia flower roots.

"..."

I appreciate the detailed explanation, but I never thought making an ash suppressant would be this difficult.

No, I knew it was difficult, but I didn't expect it to be difficult in this way.

- Boil the suppressant for more than a day, then cool it down and consume one standard vial's worth.

"No..."

- This concludes the truth and facts in answer to your question. The next question will be possible 90 days from now.

"How am I supposed to get all of that?"

- The next question is possible after 90 days. Please ask again after 90 days have passed.

The golem said these final words and then went dark like a machine that had been turned off.

"..."

And that wasn't even a question, you crazy thing.

And so.

The campfire blazed brightly, and we remained silent for a long time after the golem finished speaking.

"Haha... it might be faster for the Hero to defeat the Demon King and bring peace to the world..."

No one disagreed with Avery's joke.
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Anyway.

The silence around the campfire ended, and from early morning, the carriage rattled forward once again.

Our destination, as I mentioned before, is the Creatio Workshop.

We planned to stop by the workshop to buy necessary items as everyone wanted, and even if not for that, we needed to repair the ancient magic analyzer.

Actually, I had tried using the magic analyzer as soon as I met Asha, hoping it might work when exposed to ash-colored magic, but contrary to my expectations, the worn-out antique was completely dead.

As I was muttering complaints about this, Asha's voice reached my ear.

"Ain."

"Ah, yes. Need something?"

The clinical trial involving the potion made by Avery had been temporarily suspended after seeing the list of ingredients from the golem.

Asha had been sleeping soundly for several days, and now she was looking at me with sparkling eyes again.

"What kind of place is the workshop?"

And what she asked me about was her curiosity regarding the workshop.

The workshop, huh.

As far as I know, the Creatio Workshop we're heading to is a place that handles and creates everything that can be collectively called "items."

Not only common mineral materials like iron, but also all kinds of wood, rare gems, synthetic materials created by mages, and even experimental products from alchemists are used to make things.

Moreover, although the prices might be a bit high, the quality is incomparably better than anything made by small-scale craftsmen.

I've heard they even supply to territories of non-human races like elves, beastkin, and dragons.

"Hmm... I've never been there myself, so I only know from documents. But I've heard that some of the items in Yansen's shop also come from there."

"Oh, really?"

Even though it's quite far from the Empire, items made at the workshop could be easily found in Yansen's shop.

As I was explaining this, I smiled and lightly tapped the sapphire necklace hanging around her neck.

"Yes, the sapphire necklace you're wearing now was probably made at the workshop. They not only make ordinary items but also do gem cutting and magical engraving."

"Ah... so this necklace was made at the workshop."

"I'm not sure about the bracelet and anklet since I didn't give them to you, but they're likely from the workshop too."

Even if they weren't made specifically for ash-colored magic users, items that could conceal ash-colored magic from ordinary people weren't something that could be made just anywhere.

"Anyway, that's the kind of place it is. They make everything people want. So, Asha, if there's anything you want, look around and see if they have it. I'll buy it for you."

"Hm, yes. I'd like that."

After explaining things she was curious about for quite some time.

Asha was grinning continuously with her head leaning on my shoulder, imagining what kind of items she wanted.

And then.

I noticed the other companions had gathered near the driver's seat, listening in and eavesdropping.

"What are you all doing right now?"

"We're listening to the explanation about the workshop. You were whispering just between the two of you without telling us, so we had to listen like this."

No way.

"...I was going to tell everyone before we arrived at the workshop."

I always give detailed explanations before arriving, so I don't understand why they're listening so uncomfortably.

So I turned around with an incredulous expression, and Horn scratched his head sheepishly before lying down on the carriage floor.

Of course, the other companions also smiled awkwardly and lay down away from the driver's seat.

Well.

We're not far from the workshop anyway.

I'll have to answer all the others' questions one by one after we arrive.

As I thought this while cracking the reins once, I remembered a question I wanted to ask Asha after she woke up.

"Ah, right. Asha."

"Yes, Ain."

Last night, Asha was asleep the whole time, so she doesn't know anything about the ash-colored suppressant.

"We found out about the ingredients and method for making the ash-colored suppressant using the golem."

"Oh, that. Is it okay to use such a rare opportunity that only comes once every 90 days like that?"

When I brought this up, she opened her eyes wide in surprise and asked.

She seemed sorry that the once-in-three-months opportunity was used for her, as she nibbled on her lips while looking up at me.

However, that's not what I wanted to talk about.

"It's fine since everyone agreed that your issue was the priority. But there's something I need to ask you."

"Ah, yes. Please ask."

So.

"According to the golem's explanation, one ingredient varies depending on what the ash-colored magic is fixated on."

"Um... yes. And?"

In other words, I inevitably needed her answer about the final ingredient for the ash-colored suppressant.

"Among the four types of fixations, I'd like to know what kind of fixation you have?"

"T-t-that makes sense... W-what are the t-types of fixations...?"

As I continued speaking, Asha's pupils began to tremble slightly.

"If it's a fixation on survival, it said to use a poisonous herb that grows in the Floi region, and for fixation on violence and murder, to use Humid fungus that only grows underground in the desert."

"W-what comes after those two? I-I don't think I fall into either of those c-categories..."

She kept chewing her lips nervously and then hugged my arm tightly as if needing something to hold onto, avoiding my gaze.

"Uh, yes. If it's a fixation on affection, we need to use Hallus mushrooms that have hallucinogenic effects, and if it's a fixation on love or sexual desire, we need the roots of the Picentia flower."

"Ah..."

I don't know why she's being so fidgety, but well.

Certainly, even I wouldn't want to consume ingredients like poisonous herbs, fungus, mushrooms that are close to drugs, or roots from unknown flowers.

So I stroked her head to reassure her and spoke again.

"I guess we should use the Hallus mushrooms? We can't make it right away anyway, but it's better to ask in advance before I forget."

Asha has always been craving affection since she was young.

She followed Uncle Rendo well until she left, and from what I've heard, she said that not only Idrin and Yansen, but also Master Rini from the fitness center and even our parents were such wonderful people.

With that thought, I smiled at her, and Asha met my eyes, flinched once, and then nodded.

"Y-yes... I think the H-Hallus mushrooms would w-work..."

"Alright, I'll keep that in mind then."

"...Yes."

She quietly nestled into my arms and buried her face.

The carriage continued to rattle forward.

"Hm? Lady Asha? When you were with me, you said... mmph! Mmmmph...! Mmmmmph!!"

Eileen's voice from behind suddenly disappeared, and only the gentle sound of rustling grass filled the surroundings.

I could see the workshop in the distance.

Since we would arrive in about 30 minutes, I spoke toward the back of the driver's seat.

"We'll be arriving at the workshop soon. First, we'll find lodging to unload the carriage and our luggage, then head out again."

At my words, the three children who had been dozing off got up, yawned, and stretched.

Avery, who had been examining a thick book while shaking a vial, closed the book with an awkward smile, and Horn looked up from sharpening the blade of the axe Asha had given him.

"Well... I don't need to explain like I did with the other places we've visited. It's a peaceful place with no dangers."

At those words, they all grinned at me.

"First, I'm going to look for a craftsman who can repair the ancient magic analyzer. And everyone has items they want, as mentioned last night, right? Well... I'll agree to buy them within reason, so please choose items at a reasonable price."

"""Yaaay!!"""

"A new carriage and a pool table!"

"A potion research set!"

As soon as the words they'd been waiting for were spoken, cheers louder than ever before erupted.

It seems like our expenses at the workshop will be enormous.

Anyway.

I waited for my companions' excitement to calm down before continuing.

"...Twins and Horn, Avery, while buying what you want, please also pick out gifts to send to Lady Lucia. Eileen, you choose a gift to send with a letter to reassure your parents."

We also need to pick out items to send to Lady Lucia and a gift for Count Delphinium.

Even though she's not traveling with us, Lucia Vicente whatever-her-name-is is definitely our companion, and Eileen's parents must be worried about their eldest daughter's bizarre journey.

So when I said this, cheers erupted again.

"Yes! Two more items!"

"""Yaaay!! Shopping is so exciting!!"""

"Haha, how g-generous."

No.

Don't pick items for yourselves, pick gifts to send, you crazy fools.
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The workshop complex, to put it nicely, resembled a massive digital industrial park, or less charitably, a cramped electronics market with shops packed side by side.

From each densely packed space came a variety of loud noises: the crisp cracking sound of metal striking metal, the dull thuds of wood being hammered, and even the resonant grinding of gemstones being polished.

Because of this, the children who had entered with bright smiles were now covering their ears with pained expressions.

Eileen wasn't covering her ears, but she seemed a bit dizzy from the surroundings, glancing around before grabbing onto Asha's clothes.

"Ain, this workshop place is noisier and more chaotic than I expected."

"Well, this entire space is dedicated to making things, so it can't be helped. I think you'll get used to it after staying here for a few days."

"Hmm, yes. If Ain says so, then it must be true."

Fortunately, whether because they were all masters of their craft or for some other reason, there was no aggressive soliciting.

They were simply too busy focusing on making their products, only bothering to explain things when potential customers entered their workshops.

Even if you wandered the long corridors for hours, they wouldn't pay any attention unless you entered their territory.

So I turned to look at my companions following behind me and spoke.

"Um... there's nothing particularly dangerous, so everyone can go look for whatever items they want. What would you like to do?"

"But only you have the money, youngster."

"We can just look at items today and buy them slowly before we leave, or we can agree to meet up again at a specific time."

I thought it would be too hasty to make decisions and purchases in just one day.

Besides, if an item wasn't already made, custom orders could take several days.

Horn nodded at my words and gently placed his hands on the heads of the two children who were covering their ears.

"Then I'll go around with these little ones, and you can take the noble gentleman with you."

"Well, a new carriage and a soft mattress do make a good combination."

"My main goal is a billiard table though."

"...Sigh."

Anyway.

Horn walked off in another direction with the children, grinning widely.

As bad as it might have been, I refrained from saying that "looking at their retreating figures, with their similar heights, they almost looked like three brothers."

"T-Then I'll look around with Miss Eileen..."

"Yes! We're going to look at items for me, the noble, first!"

"Haha, of course. Ain, I'll see you la-URGH!"

"Hehehe! Let's gooo!!"

Avery was also dragged away by Eileen, who seemed to have regained her spirits, and they quickly disappeared into the distance.

Just like that, after saying only a few words, Asha and I were suddenly left alone.

"Heehee, shall we go too, Ain?"

"Yes, let's go. Is there anything you wanted to buy?"

Asha smiled brightly and naturally came closer to link arms with me.

Perhaps because she had showered at our lodging before coming to the workshop, a fragrant scent wafted toward me.

"Hmm... I don't have anything specific in mind, so I'll let you know if I see something I like while we look around."

"Then let's first visit a workshop to entrust the mana analyzer to, and then we can browse."

"Yes, Ain."

Asha nodded at my words and took a step forward, and after a moment's hesitation, I added:

"...And could you loosen your grip on my arm a little?"

"Huh...? Why...? Ain, are you uncomfortable linking arms with me...?"

"No, it's not that I'm uncomfortable."

"But... we've done this often since we were young."

It's true we did this often when we were young, but things had changed since then.

No matter what, having soft, enormous rice cakes squeezing my entire arm was a bit much even for me.

"Let's hold hands instead, hands."

I awkwardly scratched my head and suggested holding hands instead, but...

"I want to link arms today..."

"...Alright. I guess it can't be helped."

I couldn't refuse when Asha looked up at me with her lips pouting.

Though she often appeared as a mature woman, at times like this she would still throw childish tantrums like when she was younger, and I would always soften at the sight of those pouting lips.

So, well...

I just needed to try not to think about it too much while we looked around the workshop.

People entered workshops that caught their interest, chatted with the craftsmen making items, and browsed the merchandise.

Of course, we were also walking along the long corridor looking at workshops, but we hadn't yet found one suitable for entrusting the mana analyzer to.

Since this was a huge workshop complex, it was somewhat divided by specialty, but it was still difficult to find a place that could repair an ancient mana analyzer.

For that reason, we were just looking around without entering any workshops, when Asha's voice gently reached my ears.

"Ain, should we try asking at what looks like a blacksmith shop? If they can't do it, we can ask for recommendations for workshops that could fix it."

"Ah... that's right."

"Hehe, I said something smart, right? Hurry and pat my head, Ain."

That was indeed a very reasonable and wise suggestion, unlike me who was just looking around cluelessly.

I wonder if being a mage really does require intelligence.

Hmm, I'm not sure.

I just patted Asha's head and headed toward what looked like a suitable blacksmith shop.

Anyway.

We entered what appeared to be a small workshop.

The craftsman inside was continuously hammering a piece of metal he had taken from the forge.

Tiny sparks flew with each collision of the hammer.

With clanging sounds, the metal gradually changed shape.

The heat from the forge, representing the craftsman's passion, turned into beads of sweat.

In other words, the scene was quite similar to when I first visited Horn's smithy.

The only difference was that the person creating this scene was an ordinary human, not an old dwarf.

So I quietly watched the craftsman's hammering. Not wanting to disturb the scene, I just stood there watching, not knowing how long it would take.

Perhaps if the craftsman hadn't spoken first, I would have continued standing there until he completely finished his hammering.

"Huff! Phew... What brings you here, huff...!"

The hammering continued with clanging sounds, but the craftsman's question came through between strikes.

I had kept quiet not wanting to disturb him, but it seems he was aware of us anyway.

With that thought, I immediately told the craftsman my business.

"Um, I came because I want to repair a device that isn't working."

And the hammering that had continued steadily stopped with one final, long clang after I spoke.

"Phew... Let me see what kind of item it is."

"Ah, here it is."

I immediately took out the ancient mana analyzer and handed it to him, and the craftsman frowned as he examined it intently.

Then he handed it back to me and spoke.

"Hmm... hmm... Judging by the patterns and materials, it seems to be an ancient item... Unfortunately, I can't repair magical devices. If it were broken or damaged physically, I could have fixed it, but this isn't external damage. Besides, craftsmen who can properly handle ancient items are rare."

As I suspected, he unfortunately couldn't repair ancient devices.

However, he immediately continued.

"For an item like this, you should visit Sections F, G, and J. Those are the areas where magic engravers, repair specialists, and antique dealers gather."

After kindly explaining even what I was about to ask, he bowed his head slightly and resumed his hammering with clangs.

"Ah, thank you."

"Yes, now I must concentrate, so... huff!"

I bowed my head to the craftsman and left the small blacksmith workshop.

Even after returning to the long corridor, the crisp sound of metal striking metal continued.

"That was a kind blacksmith."

"Indeed. Unlike old man Horn, who was an unkind blacksmith."

Hmm... wait?

Come to think of it, the young blacksmith in the workshop identified the problem with the item after just one look.

Why didn't old man Horn, a dwarf blacksmith who had lived for so long we don't even know his exact age, say anything?

Could it be he just couldn't be bothered?

"...The more I think about it, he really is an unkind blacksmith."

"But he's kind of cute in his own way."

"What's cute about him? He's just annoying."

That damn old geezer.
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"Hmm, this is an ancient artifact. You mentioned it doesn't work?"

"Yes. From what I was told, it's a magical energy analyzer created by an ancient mage, but I can't tell if it's broken or if there's a specific way to operate it."

The mage holds the magical energy analyzer, examining it from various angles with an indifferent gaze.

One might expect ancient artifacts to be quite fascinating, but judging by his nonchalant expression, such items must be relatively common for a magic engraving specialist who has worked in a workshop for many years.

"Hmm, normally, magical energy analyzers aren't particularly difficult to operate. Where did you obtain this item?"

"From the treasure vault in Tevris."

While continuing to question me, he skillfully disassembles the magical energy analyzer with clicking and tapping sounds.

"If it's from the Tevris treasure vault, it must be quite valuable. Did you happen to hear anything about its inventor? Ancient artifacts typically require different repair methods depending on who created them."

"Ah, I was told it's an invention attributed to Nasatya, a great criminal from ancient times."

The Fallen Twilight Star, Nasatya.

That name was precisely why I chose this particular item among the numerous treasures in Tevris.

However.

"Nasatya... that's an ancient name I've never heard before. I'll need to check my records later, but it's not a name I'm familiar with."

"That's unfortunate."

It seems the name was unfamiliar even to a mage who had worked in a workshop for many years.

In fact, the Tevris soldier who explained it to me mentioned that this person was a criminal so notorious that their records had been erased.

I have no idea what kind of person would commit crimes severe enough to be completely erased from historical records.

As I was pondering this, the mage spoke again.

"Well, I'll try to repair it with a specialist I know, but it will take at least a few days. And to be honest, I can't guarantee that it can be fixed."

He said it would take a few days and that he wasn't sure if it could be repaired.

Strangely, his uncertainty about fixing it made him seem more trustworthy.

"That's fine. I was planning to stay for a few days anyway."

"Very well, I've received the item. The repair might finish earlier than expected, so please come back here if you're curious about the progress."

I bowed politely to the mage and left the small workshop.

Asha had been peeking from behind me the entire time I was getting the artifact appraised. Only after we left the workshop did she naturally stand beside me and link her arm with mine.

"I don't think you needed to be that cautious."

"But he's a mage, unlike the blacksmith. If he somehow noticed, it could cause trouble for Ain."

"I suppose that's true."

She had mentioned that mages might be able to detect that she was concealing her identity with artifacts like robes, necklaces, or bracelets.

In the past, I would have been the one rushing around trying to hide her identity, but these days it seems I've grown less sensitive while Asha has become more cautious on her own.

I suppose after witnessing how powerful Asha has become, my sense of reality has somewhat diminished.

Even in these peaceful and tranquil times, the Ash-colored are targets for eradication everywhere.

Particularly the paladins of the Papal State, Brahma, who are at the forefront of purging the Ash-colored.

We even encountered paladins and priests at the Bercio ruins—those fanatics bound by religion.

To put it bluntly, that's a country where they would tear apart and kill even an Ash-colored infant.

While other countries generally only purge after establishing some pretext of criminal activity...

The Papal State, however, would immediately slaughter any child with traces of ash, displaying their heads proudly in public places as if it were something to boast about.

I often saw such news when reading newspapers to understand what was happening in the world.

So.

Amidst this tranquility, an ominous thought suddenly occurred to me.

Those religious fanatics would surely have reported about the Ash-colored they witnessed at the Bercio ruins.

Back when we were at the Bercio ruins.

I was so preoccupied with the ancient mages we encountered and reuniting with Asha.

It's been quite some time since we left, so I'm only realizing this now, but thinking about it, it's almost certainly true.

If they did report it, the fanatics in authority would be desperate to hunt down the Ash-colored.

They might have already formed a pursuit squad to hunt Asha in the name of some holy crusade.

So, perhaps we shouldn't be leisurely enjoying our journey like this.

No matter how strong Asha is, I'm not sure if she can survive against a purge squad from the Papal State.

If such a situation unfolds, what should I do?

How can I protect Asha and our companions from them?

"Those priests and paladins we met at the Bercio ruins... I have a feeling they might send a pursuit squad."

All those anxieties mixed in my head and came out as concerns about a pursuit squad from the Papal State.

While running various scenarios through my mind, my expression became quite serious and grave.

If we can escape quickly, that would be best.

The moment we provoke the priests and paladins of the Papal State, our faces might end up on wanted posters like those seen in adventurer guilds.

Or perhaps.

Given the nature of those fanatics, they might have already labeled us as criminals and put up wanted posters.

Honestly, while I might be fine, I don't want to cause trouble for my companions or those in the Empire. If that's the case, I might need to send a letter to the Empire.

It would be problematic if my parents, Uncle Rendo, or Idrin were accused of being accomplices to the Ash-colored.

These thoughts occupied my mind as I walked slowly down the corridor with Asha.

Then, I heard Asha's small voice as she gazed at me intently.

"Ain, I'm sorry. I guess it was a mistake to come along after all."

Even though I hadn't blamed her at all, her expression turned gloomy, and she gently unlinked her arm from mine, fidgeting.

"Should I act separately from now on? Or should I go back to the Empire and hide...?"

While saying this, she watched my reaction, hoping I wouldn't be upset, forcing a smile as if everything was fine.

Just like in the past, when the white snow mixed with ash created a gray landscape, and she told me it was okay to go on a journey, she was forcing a smile.

So I.

"Since we're at a workshop, I could get a small carriage for myself to ride in—ow!"

As she was speaking, I stared at her intently and then flicked her forehead hard enough to make a sound.

"That hurts, Ain... I was being serious."

"Why are you saying such unnecessary things?"

"It's not unnecessary..."

It was extremely unnecessary.

"It's unnecessary because there's no way I'd do that. I told you that once the bracelet breaks, you can do whatever you want."

"..., but."

At the very least, I had long been prepared for the possibility of being branded a criminal.

Having declared that I was embarking on a journey for the Ash-colored in this world, there's no way I wouldn't have been prepared for such a thing.

"It's okay. We just need to prepare thoroughly."

"..."

The reason I struggled to become stronger for years wasn't merely to hunt monsters and beasts.

Beheading dark mages despite having no mana and my hands being shattered, or roaring like a beast even with my limbs torn apart by ancient mages—these weren't the actions of a mere adventurer.

"It's fine. If we keep thinking about it, we can solve anything."

"..."

This journey began with such possibilities in mind.

Things that should have happened earlier are just starting to unfold now.

If we fall, we'll get back up.

As long as we survive, we can find a way out, even if our hands are completely ruined.

"So stay by my side. Don't go anywhere."

"..., okay."

After saying that, I took the hand of the still fidgeting, blushing Asha and linked arms with her myself.

In the midst of peace and tranquility, I said something unnecessary.

I made Asha gloomy over something that hadn't even happened yet.

So.

I smiled more exaggeratedly and pulled her along.

"Let's go. Now that we've entrusted the magical energy analyzer, we can just look at the items you want to buy."

"Yes, Ain."

I should save some of the money meant for our companions to buy something Asha might like.

I can probably reduce the cost of old man Horn's overpriced billiard table.







And so, Asha and I continued to explore various parts of the workshop.

"Asha, how about this necklace? I think it would suit you well."

"The sapphire necklace you gave me before is enough."

First, we visited a jewelry workshop near the magic engraving workshop area.

I picked up a necklace that I thought would suit Asha and offered it to her, but she gently touched the blue gemstone around her neck and shook her head.

"Don't you want to wear different things depending on your mood? Most women do that."

"I still prefer this sapphire necklace."

"Really? Then I'll have to look for accessories other than necklaces."

So I put down the necklace I was holding and naturally started to look at other items.

"But how do you know what most women usually do, Ain?"

"...?"

Hearing her suddenly chilly tone, I turned my head to find Asha staring at me with narrowed eyes.

"Perhaps you've given jewelry to other women before, Ain?"

"No, that's not it... Ah, Asha?"

"Then why would you know such things, Ain?"

Oh no, shit.

What's with this ash dust?

Why is ash dust falling, damn it.

Relieved that the shop owner had momentarily turned away, I hurriedly spoke to Asha.

"Um... my mother often did that. And the customers who visited our grocery store did too...!"

"..., is that so?"

"Of course...?"

Though I stammered like Avery, I said this to help her calm down.

And finally, Asha smiled brightly again and nodded.

"I'm sorry for misunderstanding, Ain. Let's look at things other than necklaces now."

"..., sure. Let's do that."

The gradually increasing strength of her grip returned to its original gentleness.

Fortunately, the ash dust that had been falling disappeared before the shop owner turned back.

"Ain, these earrings seem to be meant for two people to wear together."

"Oh, yes... they do look that way."

I was genuinely scared just now.
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Asha and I finally returned to our lodgings when the sky was growing dark after exploring various parts of the workshop.

Of course, our other companions hadn't returned yet, still completely absorbed in exploring the workshop.

So I told Asha to rest for a while, then sat at the desk and took out paper and pen.

I planned to write a letter to send to the Empire.

Even if I wrote and sent the letter right away, it would take at least a month to reach the Empire since we had already traveled quite far.

With that in mind, I began writing down only the essential information I needed to convey.


- Idrin, it's been a while.

- This is Ain.

- I should have written sooner, but I've been busy and it's a bit late.

- To quickly share the important details, thanks to everyone's help, I've reunited with Asha and we're traveling together.

- We're currently at the Creasio Workshop, but we have a problem.

- At the Bercio ruins we visited earlier, priests and paladins from the Brahma Papal State discovered that Asha is Ash-colored.

- Of course, we managed to escape from them without much harm, but I expect they'll form pursuit or subjugation teams.

- So while we'll handle any pursuit teams that come after us, if paladins happen to storm the Empire, please look after my parents and Uncle Rendo.

- The paladins and priests are obsessed with hunting the Ash-colored and might arrest and execute anyone even slightly connected as accomplices.

- Please help.

- And tell Mom and Dad not to worry too much, but to take care of themselves first.


For now, I'll only send the letter to Idrin.

Idrin is smart, so I trust she'll handle things well with just this information.

She'll use her experience of committing illegal acts since her time as the Imperial Library Director to protect Uncle Rendo and my parents.

As I finished writing the simple letter, putting it in an envelope and sealing it, a voice suddenly echoed in my head.

'Ain, Ain.'

Asha's voice buzzed and resonated inside my head.

Of course, she was currently resting in the living room beyond the door, so this was the effect of the magic engraving on the pair of earrings Asha had chosen with sparkling eyes.

'Ain, can you hear me?'

Short-range telepathy.

At the jewelry workshop, Asha eventually chose a matching pair of earrings for us to wear, and as recommended by the craftsman there, we headed to the magic engraving workshop for magical inscription.

It might be a sales tactic, but accessories here were indeed the most commonly used tools for magic engraving.

So after looking at all kinds of magic that could be engraved, we applied a telepathy effect within a 10-meter radius to both earrings.

'Ain? Ain, can't you hear me? That's strange... They said it could pass through walls.'

Of course, we hadn't chosen the earrings for that purpose initially, but it was the most appropriate magic to apply to accessories worn by two people.

If you want to communicate with the other person, you just need to hold the earring slightly and think about what you want to convey.

It could be quite useful in situations where speaking aloud would be difficult.

Naturally, the price was disgustingly expensive.

My money pouch became quite thin after just one pair of earrings and one magic engraving.


While I was thinking about this, the door opened with a creak.

Then Asha poked her head in and spoke.

"Ain, you couldn't hear my voice, right? I think this might be defective."

Asha said this while tapping her earring again.

It seemed she thought it was defective because I hadn't answered.

"I heard you."

"Hmm..., so it's not working after all..., what?"

"I heard you clearly."

I should have apologized first before saying nonsense like I heard her clearly but just didn't answer.

"..., If you heard me, why didn't you answer, Ain?"

"S-sorry.... I was just thinking about something else...."

I stammered an apology like Avery, only after noticing Asha's expression had grown cold.

"If you do that again, I might feel a little hurt, Ain."

"..., I'll be careful."

"Yes, you should be careful. I am Ash-colored, after all."

After saying those final words, Asha stuck out her tongue and closed the door again.

Though she stuck out her tongue as if joking, the look in her eyes as she examined me until the end was not joking at all.

"...."

She didn't seem like this when she was younger, but the three years we were apart seemed to have changed Asha quite a bit.

She used to just smile brightly at me, but now she shows all kinds of emotions.


And.

Every time she does this, it's just fucking scary.

I wonder if that's what the eyes of a predator looking at its prey look like.




And so.

After sending the letter to the Imperial Citizen Library and returning to our lodgings to rest with Asha, our companions gradually returned.

Horn flung open the door and immediately expressed his satisfaction.

"Hey, I found good ones for the carriage and pool table, kid."

"Please choose something cheaper."

"I haven't even told you the price yet, you crazy bastard."

To explain, I spent a ton of money buying Asha's earrings, so I was already feeling burdened without even asking how much it cost.

"So how much is it...?"

"Don't be surprised. Thanks to me being a dwarf, I gave the workshop craftsman a few pointers and got the price reduced by more than 20%!"

"So how much is it?"

"The carriage is 40,000 dera, and the pool table is 3,000 dera."

This is insane....

If Horn's desired items alone cost 43,000 dera, our money pouch will be completely empty after choosing items for the other companions.

"Isn't that too expensive...?"

"If you come with me tomorrow to see them, you'll be satisfied too."

"It's not about satisfaction, it's about the price."

Even the pair of earrings and magic engraving that I thought were quite expensive were agreed upon at 15,000 dera combined, but 40,000 dera just for a carriage is a bit...

True, buying directly from the workshop was indeed much cheaper.

Both the earrings purchased for 15,000 dera and the carriage Horn mentioned for 40,000 dera would cost twice as much in the Empire.

However, the problem was that we didn't have enough money to casually buy such items.

"It's foldable, so it doesn't take up space."

"Um, that's not the important part..."

"He said he'd throw in the cue sticks and billiard balls for free. The owner is quite generous."

"..., So."

"The carriage comes with the soft mattresses the kids wanted as standard. So we're actually saving money!"

Oh, this crazy old dwarf doesn't listen.

He must have really liked it, as he kept talking without listening to me at all.

Moreover, I could hear the voices of two children peeking out from behind old man Horn.

"So we chose cookies instead of mattresses! It's 500 dera per box, so please buy us four boxes!"

"Umm..., okay."

While 2,000 dera for cookies seemed questionable, it also seemed quite reasonable compared to Horn's wishes.

Ah.

Now even I don't know anymore.

Why is there even a cookie-making craftsman at a workshop?


And next, two more people returned to the lodgings.

Eileen entered first, followed by Avery standing awkwardly behind her with a sheepish smile.

"Ta-da! The beautiful noble lady, Eileen, has arrived!!"

"Please exit again."

I wish she would just leave again without saying anything.

"That's mean!! I've already roughly chosen everything! A essential item for protecting me and the children, a wooden staff with the barrier magic memorized 20 times by a mid-level mage for just 7,000 dera! It's a bargain!"

"That's fucking expensive!"

Here we have a crazy noble lady trying to spend a whopping 7,000 dera on 20 barrier spells when we already have a strong mage like Asha in our party.

And it's not even a jeweled staff, but a wooden one.

Shit, that's just a regular wooden stick after all the magic is used up.

"Oh, why!! We might have emergencies!"

"You're not wrong, so let's go see it together tomorrow and decide then. I think I need to go with everyone tomorrow to see everything."

We need to go look at the items together after we wake up tomorrow.

It seems like everyone has chosen ridiculous things when I told them to go explore on their own.

Anyway.

Finally, Avery spoke up.

"Haha..., I-I also chose something."

"You..., right.... What did you choose?"

I was worried about what this unpredictable guy might have selected.

"I chose some a-additional reagent bottles and a new heating d-device that we needed. The total cost is 3,000 dera."

"You pass. You're good."

"Haha...."

Surprisingly, this unpredictable guy made the most rational and appropriate decision.


So, I guess this is what they mean.

When someone who usually doesn't do well does something right once, they look adorable—that saying seems made for Avery.

This guy makes me want to give him a kiss.
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The next day.

We all left the inn together and headed to the workshop.

I decided to quickly get it over with rather than have my hands trembling the entire time at the workshop and watching my money pouch become empty.

"So near the carriage workshop we're going to, I saw some amazing decorations. I don't know which craftsman made them, but the skill was truly remarkable!"

"Ah, yes."

I hadn't noticed yesterday when I was only with Asha, but since arriving at the workshop, Master Horn has been unusually talkative.

"Don't just say 'Ah, yes,' you youngster. I'm telling you there were incredible decorations! Aren't you curious about decorations so impressive that even a dwarf acknowledges them?"

"I hope they're very impressive for you. I didn't expect you to have urinary incontinence already, how unfortunate."

"..., What a crazy bastard."

Whether it's a dwarf racial trait or not, I don't know, but he can't hide his upturned lips, as if he finds comfort in the noise that comes from crafting items.

"Anyway, we need to go see that too. Besides, the workshop is so vast that we couldn't possibly see everything in just a few days."

"..."

Even though I was just picking on him with nonsense about incontinence, he only called me a crazy bastard once before continuing to talk about the workshop.

"The billiard table is amazing when you think about it, isn't it? It's foldable, so it's easy to load onto a carriage. And when you unfold it again, the finish and joints are so clean you'd never think it was foldable!"

"Master, I understand, so please calm down a little..."

"What are you talking about? I'm always calm, youngster. I'm simply talking about the items we're going to purchase, aren't I?"

To be honest, for me, the workshop was just a noisy and chaotic place like a giant electronics market.

Yet for him, that noisy and chaotic enormous space was a place filled with the most familiar things.

"Looking at the workshop map earlier, there are all sorts of sections! Hmm! If you all have nothing better to do today, let's go sightseeing!"

The fact that it's Master Horn pulling my hand right now instead of Asha says it all.

His footsteps, which used to be heavy, are quite light today.

This old man, who must be several hundred years old, has his lips curled up like a child.

So, among all our companions walking together, Master Horn was probably the most excited.

Even more than the two children following with their short, quick steps.

And then.

"Look! What do you think!"

Master Horn arrived at the carriage workshop and proudly lifted his chin.

"Hehehe, such an excellent carriage for just 40,000 dera—it's right to buy it immediately!"

He was boasting confidently that buying it for 40,000 dera was a bargain.

But you know what?

"Master, I'm a bit confused right now, but did you make this carriage?"

"No, this craftsman made it."

As he said, it wasn't made by Horn himself, so I wondered why he was acting so proud.

"Why is Horn showing off like this? I'm busy talking to the craftsman, so please step aside."

"..., Well... Hmm, well. As always, you're a disrespectful brat."

I ignored the curses muttered behind me and examined the carriage Horn had chosen.

Unlike the rugged cargo carriage we had been using, Horn had selected a rather luxurious 10-passenger carriage.

It was definitely larger than our previous carriage and designed in a way that was comfortable for passengers.

In other words, it wasn't a carriage for carrying cargo but a luxury carriage made for transporting people.

Perhaps that's why.

""This is great! We test-drove it and it was comfortable! We can even sleep inside with mattresses!""

"I don't want to travel squeezed between cargo anymore! I, Eileen Frigia Delphinium, am a noble after all!"

"Haha..., it seems the lu-luggage goes on the second floor and in the trunk at the back. It's de-definitely spacious and nice..."

All my companions were looking at the new carriage with sparkling eyes.

Because of this, Horn was once again puffing up with pride. The dwarf's eye for goods was certainly never wrong.

Horn's boast that such a carriage for 40,000 dera was a bargain was absolutely correct without any exaggeration.

"Sigh..., if we could just endure a little discomfort to save 40,000 dera..."

But 40,000 dera wasn't money you could just dig up from the ground, so I was a bit hesitant.

"Hey, hey, hey! That might be considered insulting nobility?!"

"If you don't like being insulted, go back home."

"Hey, hey, hey... That might be a bit too harsh...?"

I felt like teasing this fidgety noble lady.

But with everyone looking back and forth between me and the carriage with sparkling eyes, I had no choice.

I awkwardly pulled out my money pouch and approached the craftsman standing next to the carriage.

"Um..., 40,000 dera, right?"

When it comes to expensive items, pride goes out the window and you end up bowing and scraping.

If he felt some pity for me and knocked off even 100 dera, it would be worth it.

The craftsman standing next to the carriage laughed heartily at my demeanor and replied.

"Haha, if you dispose of your current carriage at our workshop, we can give you a better discount. And I'll throw in extra mattresses and spare carriage wheels."

"Oh my, thank you!"

As expected of a master craftsman who makes such carriages, the workshop owner was quite generous.

So I held back my urge to do a forward roll, greeted the craftsman, immediately drove the carriage from our lodging, and handed it over to him.

Well, I did feel a bit sad giving it up since I had grown quite attached to it.

And so, the cargo carriage I had bought from Yansen's shop for 10,000 dera ended its modest journey before I did, after accompanying me for almost four years.

After that, we continued to explore various parts of the workshop.

We bought the foldable billiard table Horn wanted, and four boxes of cookies that the children were drooling over at 500 dera per box.

No, come to think of it, a billiard table we'll use forever costs 3,000 dera, while cookies that disappear when eaten cost 2,000 dera. That seems a bit...

Hmm.

On second thought, the cookies were the more questionable purchase.

But the children were smiling happily, so I decided to let it go.

Anyway, we continued walking around and bought additional reagent bottles and a new heating device that Avery wanted.

And I spoke to Avery, who was already smiling happily just with that.

"You can pick out a couple more things if you want."

"What...? Is it really o-okay to choose more...?"

Since we saved a bit on the carriage, spending a little more on research equipment should be fine.

Besides, Avery had made the most conscientious choices.

"Yeah, pick out some more things within 2,000 dera. The carriage is bigger now, so we could probably set up a decent reagent preparation space in it."

"Wow..., then please wait a moment...! This, this generous opportunity from Ain is rare...!"

At my words, Avery ran off with an excited face and began looking around, adding various items to his basket.

That guy was adding unnecessary comments when he didn't need to.

I thought this while watching his bouncing back with an annoyed gaze.

Finally, the last place we visited was the workshop with the magic-inscribed staff that Eileen had been coveting.

"Rejected."

"Ah, why not! Look at me wearing this pointed hat and holding a wooden staff! I look completely like a mage!"

I couldn't just outright insult a noble.

The sight of her grinning while wearing the pointed hat they gave as a service was quite cute, but honestly, that magic staff didn't seem worth it.

I was trying to figure out how to politely tell her that paying 7,000 dera for a piece of wood with only 20 shield spells memorized in it would make her look like a complete sucker.

"Stop being ridiculous and pick something else if you don't want to get beaten to death."

"That's so mean...!"

While I was trying to hold back, Asha bluntly cursed instead.

"Asha...?"

"Yes? Did something happen?"

"...No, it's nothing."

I turned my head in surprise, but she just tilted her head as if asking what was wrong, which was quite brazen.

And then.

"Hmm, they're alike."

"Haha..., they re-really are alike."

""You two are exactly the same!""

The four people looking back and forth between Asha and me quietly made such comments.

"..."

Could Asha really have become like this because of me?

I thought I had always held back from cursing in front of Asha since she was young.

How strange.

Time passed.

We left the inn in the morning to explore the workshop, and before we knew it, afternoon had passed and evening was approaching.

For Eileen's magic staff, we settled on a jeweled staff with 15 shield spells and 15 healing spells memorized, and agreed on a price of 7,000 dera for two such staves.

Even in a workshop that only master craftsmen could enter, there were still swindlers trying to inflate prices for suckers. When I tapped my scabbard while looking at that master mage, the price gradually became more reasonable.

The reason I bought two staves was that I thought the children should also have emergency staves.

So as we walked through the workshop corridor with the magic staves and pointed hats dangling, Eileen's laments could be heard endlessly.

"To say I'm a sucker, that's such a ridiculous..."

"Honestly, you just look like a sucker, perfect for being ripped off."

"That's so mean!!"

In truth, a noble young lady who ran away from home without knowing anything about the world couldn't be a bigger sucker.

I thought this as I reached out to pat Eileen's head and spoke.

"Eileen, if you don't plan on going back home, don't live so carelessly thinking you're just a child. You should at least learn how the world works."

"Hueh..., I guess I should..."

Eileen drooped her head and answered.

Of course, my hand that was naturally heading toward Eileen's head was caught by Asha, and we ended up linking arms instead.

"Ain, don't pat Eileen's head. It's dirtier than you think."

"..., Oh, okay."

I clearly remembered her washing her hair this morning.

I was thinking about that, but seeing Eileen make a strange "hieek" sound and hide behind Avery as soon as Asha glared at her, I just let it go.

Anyway.

After purchasing all the items we had originally planned to buy, we naturally continued exploring various parts of the workshop.

Master Horn was once again walking ahead excitedly.

"Let's see. Yes, there should be plenty to see in that workshop over there too!"

He urged us on, chattering enthusiastically without showing any signs of fatigue.

And then.

"..., Horn?"

Someone called out the old dwarf's name.

"Horn Fortis Nickrum Petram."

The proper name of Horn that we had never known because he had never told us.

The voice belonged to neither me nor any of my companions, but to a third person.

"What are you doing here?"
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The status of a Dwarf.

It comes from one thing and one thing only—the talent of craftsmanship.

For those who live for over a thousand years, only this proves their worth of existence.

The more extraordinary things they create, the higher their status rises and the more fame they accumulate.

An ordinary blacksmith becomes a technician, and someone who was merely a technician is suddenly called an expert.

Therefore, for a skilled Dwarf to advance further and develop into a master craftsman, and then into a renowned master, was the most important thing for them.

Hence.

The position of tribal chief, who leads an entire tribe, is the greatest honor for Dwarves who live in tribal units.

It's a position that only the most outstanding among the few called master craftsmen are revered for.

However, it was an honor and position that had to be relinquished once the next generation was born and a more exceptional Dwarf appeared.

The longer a Dwarf remained as chief, the higher their prestige grew.

It wasn't easy to find a tribal chief who had maintained their position for more than 50 years.

And there was a Dwarf who had kept the position of tribal chief for hundreds of years.

Horn Fortis Nickrum Petram.

Living through long ages and continuously leading the Black Rock tribe, he was certainly the most outstanding Dwarf.

Even as his beard grew long enough to touch the ground and wrinkles gradually appeared, no tribal member emerged who could surpass him.

Among Dwarves, he was even mentioned as the representative master craftsman of this century—Horn was certainly that remarkable a Dwarf.

So.

"Horn Fortis Nickrum Petram."

If only his precious tribal members hadn't been buried underground and died with a whimper.

If only his family, whom he cherished more than the position of master craftsman or tribal chief, had just survived.

"Why are you here?"

He might have lived forever like that, being revered for a long time, never leaving the Dwarven mountain of stone.

********

The expression on old man Horn's face, which had been cheerfully upturned at the corners of his mouth, changed moment by moment.

"I thought you'd disappeared suddenly to find a burial place, but you were alive?"

"..."

The expression I hadn't seen since receiving the letter in Litera gradually crept back, hardening his face.

Eyes with flames almost extinguished, empty.

Mouth corners and eye lines drooping down gloomily.

These were definitely the bitter things the old Dwarf had shown when we first met in Krepen.

"Those with you... don't tell me they're what you call companions? You, with humans?"

"..."

In truth, we still didn't know anything.

Despite being together for quite a while, we hadn't brought up such stories or shared the contents of the letters we each received in Litera.

We knew nothing about Horn, to the extent that we'd just heard his real name for the first time.

When we tried to subtly ask about his past, we didn't want to see the old man sighing with those dead fish eyes.

Whatever it was, we thought there was no need to dig up painful and difficult things and make Horn sad.

As we continued our journey together, we just accepted his increasingly bright smiles and clear eyes.

And that wasn't just Horn's story.

We didn't hear the children's stories either. We didn't hear Avery's story, nor Lucia's.

Rather than listening to each other's uncomfortable stories, we simply chose to hold hands and move forward together.

Later.

We thought it would be enough to hear them when a more distant future arrived, when the world we desired came, when we could sit around having drinks and chatting.

So.

"What on earth have you been doing? Where have you been all this time...?"

"...Enough. Enough talk, Shilrin..."

I approached Horn, who was answering weakly, and blocked the space between him and the Dwarf who had approached us.

The Dwarf called Shilrin wasn't alone either.

He was with a group that appeared to be a Dwarven delegation and a human who seemed to be the workshop manager.

And as I blocked the way, Shilrin frowned and spoke.

"Human, move aside. I have words for him."

"Hmm, I'm sorry, but my companion seems uncomfortable."

Of course, despite saying that, I just smiled and shook my head.

Regardless of whether the Dwarf in front of me was an important person or not, Horn was more important to me right now.

I didn't like that some Dwarf I'd never seen before was ruining Horn's mood again, after I'd worked so hard to make the nearly-dead old man smile.

"Do you know who stands behind you? You're probably acting this way because you don't know, but he is an important..."

So I cut off the conversation that was heading toward things I didn't want to know and replied.

"Well... I don't need to know such things. Regardless of all that, he's simply my companion, so I just feel the need to protect him."

"..."

"Then excuse us. Come on, let's return to our lodgings."

Today's workshop tour is over.

We've already bought everything we wanted anyway, so if Horn doesn't want to come back to the workshop, we can rest at the inn and leave after getting the magic analyzer back.

I thought this as I turned around, and the other companions quietly moved along.

"...Where are you staying? If you tell me, I'll come find you."

From behind us came the voice of the Dwarf called Shilrin, tinged with lingering attachment.

"I'm sorry, but that's a bit..."

Of course, I was naturally going to refuse such a question, but...

"...Nature's Rest."

"I understand. I'll come find you myself, so wait. ...It was good to see you after so long, Horn."

Horn, who had been following me with a deep sigh, simply told him instead.

The inn we returned to was quiet.

The three children had gone into their room and were peeking through the door crack, checking on Horn's condition.

Avery, like a truly crazy person, was waving a vial in front of the unresponsive Horn, claiming it was a potion that would improve his mood.

Come to think of it, if it's a mood-enhancing potion, isn't that a kind of drug?

Avery was busy asking Horn if he'd like to try it, though there was a certain probability it might make him even more depressed.

"..."

Just a dopamine-addicted bastard obsessed with gacha probabilities.

I thought this as I stroked Asha's head.

For reference, Asha and I were sitting at the kitchen table, watching the situation while drinking tea.

And then I saw Asha take a sip of tea and put her hand to her ear.

'Ain, what do you want to do?'

A gentle and beautiful voice echoed in my mind.

Asha's voice, penetrating directly into my mind, felt quite dreamy.

So I was just savoring that resonance for a while, until Asha's eyes began to stare at me intently, at which point I hurriedly put my hand on my earring and answered.

'Uh, that. I was thinking of lightening the mood as usual by teasing him naturally.'

It was a bit ridiculous that the first use of the short-range telepathic earrings was like this.

Although we hadn't bought them for this kind of situation, using them while keeping an eye on the old man was quite appropriate.

'I'm not sure, but I don't think we should play pranks on an elder who's so deflated.'

'Then... although it might be cringeworthy, should I try comforting him? I don't know what to do when a previously energetic person becomes depressed just from meeting someone from his hometown...'

'Since Ain's attempts at comfort will probably be taken as teasing, maybe we should deploy the children instead...'

'No, your assessment of me is too harsh.'

We looked at each other's faces with our mouths firmly shut, conversing inwardly.

'Since it's dinner time, how about naturally comforting him while eating delicious food?'

'Not a bad idea.'

'Then what should we eat for dinner tonight? Should we go to that restaurant we checked out yesterday, Ain?'

'Let's do that. I'll speak up.'

After that kind of conversation took place internally, I got up from my chair first and approached Horn.

Pushing aside Avery, who was still making a fuss, I plopped down in front of Horn and spoke.

"Horn."

"...What?"

He still looked at me with a gloomy face, just slightly nodding his head.

This is a severe case.

It might even be a more serious expression than when we first met in the snowy land of Krepen.

So I exaggeratedly turned up the corners of my mouth and gestured outside as I spoke to him.

"Let's forget everything else and go eat dinner since it's evening. I found a good place yesterday."

"...I'll pass. You all go eat without me."

No.

"No, don't be like that. Eating something delicious usually helps improve your mood."

"...Don't want to."

Ah.

This stubborn old man, really.

At this point, I don't care anymore—time for drastic measures.

With that thought, I called Avery, whom I had pushed aside.

"Avery."

"Yes, yes...?"

"Give me that potion. I'm going to feed it to Horn."

"Um, that... It's still a potion that hasn't fully completed clinical trials... I was ma-making it for Asha's emotion regulation..."

"Here's a clinical trial subject right here. Perfect."

Just take a hit of this drug and cheer up a bit, old man.

So.

I snatched the vial Avery was holding, opened the lid, and shoved it right into Horn's mouth.

"Mmph...! Mmmmph!"

It goes down smoothly with gulps.
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"Hueeeng... *sniff*, hueeeng..."

No, seriously.

This old man who should be worrying about dying of old age is crying as pitifully as a newborn baby.

That was the scene that unfolded shortly after the potion I forcibly administered went down his throat.

I gave it to him because it was supposed to be a drug that would improve his mood with high probability, but Horn's mood just completely crashed.

No matter how much I apologized and asked if he was okay, he was too busy bawling his eyes out, so I had no choice but to leave Horn alone and turn my attention to Avery.

"You crazy bastard, you said there was a certain probability."

"I-I didn't say w-what percentage that was..."

"What percentage is it?"

Avery was frantically rummaging through his bag looking for an antidote.

I thought that when someone says "a certain probability," it would fluctuate around 20% at most, so one could say we were just extremely unlucky.

"But it's m-much more stable now, with only about a 45% chance of depression..."

That is, until I heard Avery's sheepish reply.

Is he truly insane?

"...Have I ever seen such a vicious probability scammer?"

Who the hell calls it "a certain probability" when it's nearly a fifty-fifty chance?

And since it's an actual drug, we can't even expect a placebo effect.

As I stared at him in disbelief, he continued with his excuses.

"Th-that's why I said it was a p-potion with insufficient clinical trials... I was just t-trying to cheer Horn up, I never intended for him to a-actually drink it..."

Wait.

"...So that's what it was."

"Y-yes... Besides, I was m-making it for Ashen emotional regulation, so I d-don't know how it would affect normal people..."

So Avery was just playing the clown to cheer Horn up, but I, with my lack of patience, went ahead and forced the potion down Horn's throat.

I had simply thought Avery was being his usual self, doing Avery-like things.

And so.

"Hueeeng... *sniff*, *sob*, hueeeng..."

While Avery was busy examining various potion bottles to find an antidote, and I was pressing my forehead with a deep sigh, Horn's pitiful crying continued.

The children were peeking through the door crack, but soon quietly closed it and went completely inside.

Asha was just watching me with an amused look, tilting her head and taking sips of her tea.

It was enough to drive me crazy.

Horn calmed down not long after that.

"Haah... I'm fine now. Stop making a fuss and both of you sit down."

"What, are you okay now? Shouldn't you cry some more?"

While we were bustling about, Horn had torn off a few tissues to dab at his eyes and was now beckoning us with a wave of his hand.

"...Except for feeling like I could die of embarrassment, crying like a baby actually made me feel calmer somehow, I don't know."

As he said, Horn's expression, apart from his swollen eyes, looked quite alright as he leaned back on the sofa with a deep sigh.

His eyes weren't dead, nor were his lips drooping—it was the face of a normal person.

I think I've heard somewhere that when you're having a hard time, crying your eyes out helps calm your emotions and makes you feel better.

So perhaps becoming more depressed and shedding tears was actually better than an immediate mood boost.

Anyway, that's how it was.

"Oh... then wasn't Avery's potion a success? Sorry for getting angry."

"Ohhh... so my creation was a 100% p-perfect potion with zero chance of failure...!"

So I smoothly played along to save Horn from embarrassment, and Avery responded in kind with a smile.

"...Look at these bastards."

"Crybaby old man."

"P-potion defeated d-dwarf."

"You two drink it too, you jerks."

And so Avery and I teased Horn, who was covering his face with tissues, embarrassed about his uncontrollable crying, and brought life back to the lodging deep underground.

And then.

"I might as well tell you everything. It feels better to just get it off my chest."

Horn said that first and called all his companions to the living room.

The three children who had been peeking earlier came running in and claimed spots on Horn's knee and beside him, while Asha, who had been sipping her tea, came to sit next to me with a gentle smile.

Horn looked around at all of us and began to speak.

"Horn Fortis Nickrum Petram... that's my name. No, that was my name."

His voice was cracked and wistful, as if recalling the past was still painful despite all his crying.

"I didn't particularly want to talk about this, but I wasn't hiding my name either. Fortis was a name only given to chieftains, and Nickrum Petram meant the Black Rock tribe. Now that I'm neither a chieftain nor do I have a tribe, I'm just Horn."

This was all new information to us, as we knew nothing about dwarves.

"My tribe... the Black Rock tribe was wiped out over 200 years ago. No one is left alive except me. They were all buried underground due to a sudden invasion by the Demon Race."

"...Ah."

"Of all times... it happened while I and a few others were temporarily away for an exchange with another tribe."

Apparently, while the world is relatively calm and peaceful now, it wasn't always so in the past, with occasional invasions and incursions by the Demon Race.

"In a single day, all my family... everyone except the few tribesmen who were with me was buried under the mountain. It felt so empty. They were innocent people who had just been living happily."

Horn closed his eyes and sighed deeply, as if the nightmare of that time was coming back to him.

Then, in the middle of his explanation, Horn brought up something unexpected.

"Oh, does anyone know why dwarf territories are so closed off? The workshop scenery seems to have changed a lot, but I wonder if they're still closed off for the same reason."

"I don't think any of us would know."

Why dwarf territories are closed off and why dwarves are so exclusive.

I hadn't looked into that.

In the first place, it was too difficult for ordinary people like me to enter such places with such strict restrictions on human entry.

"Well, I suppose not. Simply put, it's because they love their own race and tribe too much. Dwarves have such strong affection for their own kind that they minimize interaction with other races. That's why, unlike other races, there are no half-dwarves."

"No wonder you often make human-hating remarks."

"Shut up, human."

Come to think of it, while I've seen half-elves and half-beastkin to some extent, I don't think I've ever seen a half-dwarf.

Anyway.

"So why did you suddenly bring that up?"

"I was trying to explain why, even though several tribesmen survived with me, I'm the only one left now."

Horn explained.

"The few tribesmen who followed me ended their lives shortly after witnessing that scene. Everyone... they couldn't bear the fact that all their families had died. So I was left alone."

He continued his story after that seemingly random explanation.

I feel like I've been listening to his explanation the whole time.

Horn, who had been busy keeping his story tightly sealed, started pouring everything out once he began, reciting his life story to us.

Of course, unlike the gloomy beginning of his story, he was naturally joking around by the end.

"So what's the excuse for your terrible blacksmithing skills now?"

"It's because I put down the hammer for nearly 200 years, you disrespectful brat. Plus, I aged another 200 years while not hammering."

"A master craftsman who was the best in his tribe and held the position of chieftain for hundreds of years ended up like this?"

Could a dwarf who was once one of the greatest master craftsmen of his age really fall to the level of an ordinary blacksmith just because he put down his hammer for 200 years before picking it up again?

Hmm.

I'm not sure.

So I shrugged my shoulders and teased Horn, who glared at me with his swollen eyes and shouted.

"Hey, you punk! Do you think you could put down your sword for 30 years, suddenly pick it up again, and still use it skillfully?"

"If I were a sword master, I think I could pick it up after 30 years and swing it brilliantly right away."

"Well, too bad. When you found me in Krepen, I had only been holding a hammer again for about 5 years!"

"Five years seems like enough time to get your feel back, hmm."

"Ah, I'm done talking to you, you brat."

As I continued to tease him, Horn swished his long beard and closed his eyes.

First crying like a child, and now getting sulky like one just from a little teasing.

He's been quite a handful lately.

"Old man."

"Get lost."

He used to be a serious and solemn dwarf with deep eyes.
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So to speak.

Unlike when I was young, the dreams I've been having lately no longer spoke of the past.

Memories and recollections mixed together were pushed back further and further in priority, becoming something that no longer bloomed even when I lay down and closed my eyes.

So what newly occupied my dreams after pushing away the past was always a story of the future.

Now the characters had changed.

"Youngster, how about this? I think I made it similar to what you described."

There was Horn, saying those words while holding out some object.

"Ain, um... this potion is, well, completed. Of course, the fa-failure rate is 45%, but... haha."

There was Avery, still showing his true colors as a probability scammer.

"Big brother Ain, Lucia says she's rested enough, so you should stop resting and go do some civilian relief work in the border town."

"Ain, Lucia also said to bring back any orphans you might see while you're at it."

The twins, who had somehow grown up and matured, approached me.

"Hohoho, praise my nobility for thinking of the common people! Ah, what a splendid aristocrat...! What beautiful noblesse oblige! This is the magnificent image of Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour!"

"Wooow~ As expected of Lady Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour! You're amazing!"

"More! Praise me more! Lady Eileen Frigia Delphinium is truly the only one for me!!"

And as always, the two strange noble ladies appeared.

"Ain, you damn brat! Come and take this with you!"

Uncle Rendo, holding out a basket full of groceries.

"I need new research materials, Ain. So it would be really nice if someone could go somewhere and get me some new research materials."

Idrin, peeking her head out while holding research books in both hands.

"Ain, even if you're not adventuring, stop by the shop and buy something. Business has been pretty bad lately."

Shop owner Yansen, approaching with a nonchalant expression and demanding I buy something.

"Today, just do a light 30 sets of bench presses before you go."

Master Rini, constantly lifting dumbbells with both hands while spouting nonsense.

"Son, take some side dishes with you while you're here."

"Yes. You look a bit gaunt lately, and I'm worried, son."

And my parents, stroking my face with worried expressions as always.

These were clearly scenes from the future I wished for.

These were the stories I hoped would unfold someday after safely completing this journey.

And in that scenery, there had to be a woman calling my name.

"...Ain."

Smiling sweetly, quietly approaching to hold my hand.

"Ain."

A woman who would look up at me gently and speak like an ordinary person.

"Ain."

I thought that would be the ideal ending to the story we were writing.

So, you see.

"Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain,"

Huh.

"I love you."

No.

"I love you."

The Asha I dreamed of was definitely not like this...

"I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you."

Damn, what the hell.

"I love you. Ain, I love you. I love you. Ain. Ain, I love you. I love you. Ain, I love you."

What the.

Damn it, why is my dream suddenly like this?

"Ugh, crazy...!"

And so I opened my eyes, pale from the dream scene that had suddenly changed at the end.

The sun had already risen, illuminating the inside of our lodging, and I could see my companions still asleep.

And.

"Ain? You're up early. You must be tired."

There was Asha, sitting elegantly at the table in front of the kitchen, drinking tea.

She was resting her chin on one hand, looking at me with a slight smile.

"Uh... well. Somehow. Um, yeah..."

"Hmm, did something happen? You seem to be sweating."

As she flicked her finger, a whoosh of wind blew away the beads of sweat dripping from my forehead.

My wildly pounding heart gradually calmed down, and a cup of tea floated toward me.

"No... I had a nightmare...? Was it a nightmare or not... It was definitely a good dream, but... uh, hmm... thanks for the tea."

"It's a calming tea. Drink it while it's warm, Ain."

"Yeah."

I took the teacup she offered and slowly sipped it.

It was still warm enough for steam to rise.

The aroma was nice too, making my mind feel truly calm.

As I drank the tea and caught my breath, Asha was gazing at me intently.

However, the tip of her delicate hand supporting her chin was slightly touching her ear.

"..."

With her fingertip just barely touching her ear, I flinched slightly.

Of course, attached to that earlobe was the short-range telepathy earring we had bought together.

"Ain, do you have something to say?"

No way.

"No... it's nothing. Just that the tea is delicious."

"Fufu, I'll give you more when you finish."

"Yeah. Thanks."

There's no way it could be that.

I thought to myself as I sipped the tea again.

Thanks to that, my confused mind slowly, gradually calmed down.

Anyway.

Since Horn's story showed no signs of ending and continued all night, everyone except me and Asha slept in.

Usually, everyone would wake up early and start their day, but today they only opened their eyes when it was almost lunchtime.

"Ah, I'm a bit tired. Well, now that everyone's up, let's go eat, kids. The restaurant in front was quite tasty, and I want to try their lunch special too."

The storyteller himself got up from the bed after stretching, acting as if nothing had happened.

"Ugh... I'm tired... Hungry and tired..."

"We're hungry but... still sleepy..."

Eileen and the twins were still slumped over, muttering words as if they were very tired.

Seeing these food-obsessed kids choosing beds over food, they must really be tired and sleepy.

"Haha... I'm hungry, so I think I'll need to eat and then co-come back to sleep again..."

Even Avery, who usually researched until dawn before falling asleep, was rubbing his eyes tiredly as he got up.

So Horn picked up the drooping children from the bed, slung them over his shoulders, and turned to look at me.

"Let's go, youngster. I'm hungry."

Still, they all said they were hungry.

Actually, since his story continued until just before dawn after skipping dinner, it had been long enough for everyone to be hungry without eating anything.

"Yesterday you were like a senile, emotionally regressed crybaby old man, but after sleeping, you're back to normal and energetic."

"What do you want me to do? Stop thinking about teasing me and let it go, you brat. I'm hungry."

"Then I'll tease you again after we eat."

"Ah, you annoying brat."

I received the twins he was carrying on his shoulders with a mischievous smile, and Asha, who had approached my side, grabbed Eileen's hair to support her.

"Ow... it hurts. It hurts... Lady Asha..."

"If you don't like it, stand up properly."

"Ugh, I wish you'd be gentle with me too..."

"...really annoying."

Of course, after hearing Eileen's whining, she supported her with mysteriously gentler hands despite her indifferent demeanor.

So we got up to go eat lunch and started walking.

Knock knock-

Just as I was about to open the door, I heard someone knocking.

Hmm.

Who would be knocking on our door at this hour?

With that thought, I tilted my head and opened the door, but strangely, there was no one beyond the suddenly opened door.

"Huh? There's nobody here?"

I mean, I opened the door almost simultaneously with the knock-knock sound, but there was no one there.

"...this reminds me of those haunted hotel rules. Rule number 4: If someone knocks on your door, never open it."

Maybe it's retaliatory magic for the chaos we caused at the haunted hotel.

I said those half-joking words to my companions, and the answer came from the lower corner of my field of vision.

"What a rude human. Your statement is quite dwarfphobic."

Now I see.

The dwarf elder from yesterday, the one Horn called Shillin, was looking up at me from about knee height with an incredulous expression.

"Ah."

"I came to talk to Horn, rude human."

"Uh, that... I'm sorry. I didn't mean to mock you."

"It's fine. Rudeness is a long-standing tradition of humans. Humans are inherently lacking in manners."

And he was boldly evaluating me as Horn 2.0.

A racist.

These KKK-like dwarves.

I swallowed those thoughts and looked at Horn standing behind me.

"What do you want to do?"

"Hmm, you all go eat without me. I need to talk for a while."

Looking at his expression, he didn't seem to slump or have dead eyes like yesterday.

"Are you sure?"

"I'm fine now, youngster."

Well... it seemed like he had relieved the burden by telling us everything he had been keeping inside.

So I stepped aside to let Shillin pass, and he nodded at me before walking past me to face Horn.

And I watched the backs of the two dwarves for a moment before speaking to my companions.

"Let's go."

"Yes, Ain."

"Haha... someone from his hometown... I'm envious."

He had finished his story with us until dawn, so now it was time for them to finish their conversation.

As we went into the corridor and gently closed the door, I could see the two dwarves already with reddened eyes.

It seems they still had tears left to shed even after crying so much yesterday.

"Hmm, two crybaby old men."

"Ain, that's mean."

I guess I'll have to tease them again when we come back later.

I thought with a grin.
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At first, I definitely planned to just have lunch and return to the lodging.

I was still thinking that even while we were enjoying the special lunch menu that Horn had wanted to try, commenting on how delicious it was among ourselves.

"Mmm~ So delicious! Oh, but will our conversation really end in just an hour?"

At least that was my plan until Eileen, who had been shoveling food into her mouth like a beggar, suddenly blurted that out.

"Uh..., you don't think it will end that quickly?"

"Yum! So good! Nom nom... if you think about it, yum! Nom... you know! Yesterday when Horn started talking about his grandfather, he kept us up until dawn... nom nom... Ah, this is delicious."

Oh, seriously.

I have no idea why she acts so disgustingly every time she eats something.

Eileen is supposed to be a noble lady, but her table manners are completely off.

"Finish eating before you talk, please just finish eating first."

"No matter what, saying mean things like 'finish eating' to a noble lady... nom. That's a no-no!"

"No matter what, a noble lady eating like she's been starving for three days is also a no-no."

Please try to maintain some dignity, my lady from the distinguished count's family, so your father doesn't have to sigh in disappointment.

Anyway.

Setting aside Eileen's table manners, if I think about it, one hour probably isn't enough time for two dwarves who've reunited after hundreds of years to catch up.

Besides, I hadn't researched dwarf racial characteristics in detail, but I remember hearing somewhere that they love talking so much that once they start, it takes all night.

"Hmm, if we just eat and leave right away, it might create an awkward situation."

"That's true. So what should we do after we finish eating, Ain?"

These troublesome old folks.

While I was thinking about what to do with our remaining time, I suddenly remembered Lady Lucia something-or-other.

"Oh, by the way, did you buy a gift for Lady Lucia?"

""No!""

"Haha..., actually I f-forgot too."

"Then let's go buy that first."

Lady Lucia Vicen... whatever, even though she's not traveling with us right now, she's been a comrade who shared our purpose for nearly three years.

So I do feel like getting her something whenever she comes to mind.

"Eileen, did you buy gifts for your parents?"

"No!"

"...Why are you so proud about not buying anything?"

"Buy them for me!"

"..."

It looks like I'll need to pick out gifts for the Count as well, in addition to Lady Lucia.

So after we finished eating, we headed to a workshop to spend some time.

"This! A fancy fan that Sister Lucia would like!"

"Ain, I think Lady Lucia would like this too! It's a flashy brooch!"

The kids were super excited, rushing to the workshop and picking out potential gifts to show me.

"Hmm... I could engrave some appropriate magic on such items and send them."

Since she likes rescuing orphans, a fan engraved with plenty of healing magic would probably be quite appropriate.

I can imagine Lady Lucia making strange "Ohoho" sounds while casting healing magic with it—it suits her well.

Just as I was making up my mind to give her the fan as a gift, Asha suddenly thrust her hand forward.

"I think this would be good."

"Hm? Asha, what's this?"

"They're discreet chest pads. Since that lady has a small chest, maybe we could buy matching ones for her and Eileen?"

What the.

I don't understand why this workshop has both cookie-making masters and padding-making masters.

"...Rejected."

"Well, then since that lady has a solid pelvis like Eileen, pelvis pads might not be a bad gift either."

Hey.

"Rejected."

"Then since that lady has a flat bottom like Eileen, bottom pads might—"

Hey hey hey.

"...Asha, gifts aren't meant to hurt people's feelings."

"Hmm... I just picked what I thought she would need most."

"But look at Eileen's face behind you. She's already falling apart."

While we were discussing various pads with scathing remarks, Eileen had started to whimper.

"...Ah. I didn't mean to, Eileen."

"Asha... that was clearly intentional..."

"You're right, it was intentional. Flat chest, flat bottom, solid pelvis Eileen."

"Kyaaaah..."

In the end, we decided on a fan engraved with healing magic as a gift for Lady Lucia.

That's how we spent our time.

Once Eileen recovered her spirits, we visited a music box workshop at her suggestion to buy a music box for her parents.

I have to say, living in a world with magic is quite convenient.

Being able to record Eileen's voice briefly on the music box to send along with it was quite an amazing and nice feature.

"Hehe, I'm such a filial daughter!"

Eileen said proudly, holding the music box with her recorded message, beaming with satisfaction.

"So these days they call daughters who secretly ran away because their parents wouldn't let them travel 'filial.' The world really is going to ruin."

"Ugh... I'm an unfilial daughter..."

"Yes, good that you know."

My inner Confucian couldn't allow me to silently listen to such shameless words.

Anyway, we immediately sent the two gifts we had chosen along with letters to their respective addresses.

With that, we had completed everything we planned to do at the workshop, except for the last item—repairing the ancient magic analyzer.

"...My money is disappearing chunk by chunk."

Moreover, we were now on our way to pick up the magic analyzer, and after paying the repair costs, my money pouch would be completely empty.

It seems I'll need to take on adventurer requests whenever I have free time to earn some money.

I've only been spending money since reaching the intermediate adventurer rank.

As I was sighing for that reason, Asha peeked her head out and spoke to me.

"Should I give you the money I brought, Ain?"

"It's okay. As I've said before, that's money you earned, so you should use it when you really need it."

Money is quite important in life.

Asha should clearly understand that fact by now, but she smiled brightly like when she was younger and pulled out her money pouch from her chest.

"As I've told you before, I earned this money for you from the beginning."

"Still... it just doesn't feel right to accept it so readily."

With a slightly mischievous expression, she looked up at me while shaking the money pouch.

The seemingly heavy pouch jingled whenever she shook it.

"We can't exactly leisurely earn money when paladins might be chasing after us, can we, Ain?"

"...That's true."

Unlike when she was younger, Asha is quite persuasive now.

In fact, as Asha said, we don't really have enough time to take on adventurer requests.

So my small conscience and her persuasion were in quite a fierce battle.

As I remained silent for a moment, Asha lifted the corners of her mouth as if she'd had a good idea and made me an offer.

"If accepting my money outright makes you uncomfortable... hmm. How about accepting it on the condition that you'll pay me back later?"

"Hmm..."

"But you can pay me back slowly, Ain."

She grabbed my hand and placed the heavy money pouch on it as she spoke.

"Well... I'll accept it gratefully then."

"Hehe, yes, Ain."

I reluctantly nodded and accepted the money pouch, loosening it slightly to roughly check how much was inside.

And.

Just as she seemed to have barely spent any of the money she'd been saving since childhood, there was an enormous amount in the pouch.

No, this.

Even at a glance, it seemed like an amount I could never repay in just a few years.

People often say that no matter how close you are, becoming indebted to someone isn't good.

I'm not sure if this is okay.

Well, the situation made it difficult to refuse, so I nodded and answered.

"Um... I'll try my best not to fail to pay you back."

"Of course. I'm lending it to you so you can pay it all back. And you will pay it all back."

"...Oh, yeah. Um, sure."

Asha was staring at me intently.

Her pupils were filled with only me, shining strangely.

"Oh my...! We're doomed. That's clearly bad news! Ain is now just... mmph! Mmph!"

Behind us, Eileen, who had been muttering something, suddenly had her mouth covered and was making muffled sounds.

Of course.

I was too preoccupied with our arrival at the repair workshop to pay attention to such things, so I naturally just put the money pouch in my pocket.

"Hello. I'm here to pick up the magic analyzer I left for repair."

"Ah, you're here. Fortunately, it's been repaired."

"Oh, that's good news."

Thankfully, the workshop master placed the ancient magic analyzer on the table, saying he had repaired it.

Then, scratching his head, he began to explain to me.

"But there is one issue, if I may say so."

"An issue?"

"Yes, the engraved magic is clearly running, but it only displays a message saying it can't find the target, so I'm not sure if it's working properly."

"Ah."

He sighed deeply, saying he wasn't sure if it was working correctly because it only showed a message about not being able to find the target.

"It didn't respond to me, so I tried to have it analyzed by all the magic engraving masters I know, but it didn't respond to any of them."

"Hmm... I see."

I think I knew why this problem occurred.

"Since it's a magic analyzer, a mage should definitely be a valid target. If I had any information about a person named Nasatya, I might have been able to deduce something, but I couldn't figure it out. I'm sorry."

"No, it's fine. We'll solve that problem ourselves. Just having it operational is enough."

That he was a great criminal from ancient times whose records were erased, and that the prophecy said to follow his traces for the sake of the ashen one.

Anyone who wasn't stupid or oblivious could roughly guess what kind of person he was.

"I see. Still, since I can't say I fixed it perfectly, I'll reduce the price a bit."

"I appreciate that."

Of course, even knowing the truth, I gratefully accepted the discount.

I needed to remember that if I spent recklessly just because I had money again, my debt would only deepen.

And.

"Tch."

Excuse me?

"...Asha?"

"Yes? Do you have something to say, Ain?"

"No... it's just... I thought I heard you click your tongue."

I was pretty sure I heard that sound from Asha behind me.

"What? You must have misheard. I was just quietly standing here."

"Was I wrong...?"

"Of course, Ain. You must be very tired. I think you need to go back to the lodging and get some rest."

Asha looked at me with bright, sparkling eyes, tilting her head as if she had no idea what I was talking about.

"It's over, it's done. That's just completely over... mmph!"

Of course, Eileen, who had been muttering something, had her mouth covered again.

We returned to our lodging only after finishing dinner, when night had already fallen.

As soon as we opened the door and entered, Horn, who had been sitting alone on the sofa, ran over and shouted at us.

"What the hell, you damn youngster! I'm starving to death—why are you only coming back now?!"

"What? Why... are you alone? Where's that old dwarf, Shillin or whatever?"

"We only talked for about an hour before he left ages ago, you idiot! I've been waiting since lunch, thinking you'd be back soon, but what the hell... how can you come back when it's already night! I'm hungry, let's go eat first!"

No way.

I definitely heard that one of the dwarf racial characteristics was that they talk all day once they start a conversation.

"We thought your conversation would go on for a long time, so we even had dinner before coming back..."

"Wow, you son of a... huh, this... have I ever seen such a... son of a bitch...?"

When I said that, Horn looked up at me with an expression of disbelief, making "huh, huh" sounds.

"I heard that dwarves have a racial characteristic where they talk all day once they start a conversation..."

"Hey, kid. I've lived among humans for 200 years—what nonsense are you talking about racial characteristics? I'm starving to death—why would I talk all day!"

"..."

Hmm.

I guess 200 years is enough time for even a stubborn dwarf to change.

Honestly, since he always sang about "human bastards" and looked down on humans, I thought he was a dwarf to the bone.

I was looking at Horn awkwardly with such thoughts, but he had already grabbed my clothes and started dragging me out the door.

"I'm hungry, so you're coming with me."

"No, why just me... urk."

"I don't want to eat alone like some pathetic loser, so you're going to have another bowl with me."

"No...!"

What nonsense is that, old man?

And so I was forcibly dragged along to be Horn's dining companion.

"...This is ridiculous."

"The food here is indeed delicious. Let's have one more bowl before we leave."

"Whatever you say."

Fortunately, he wasn't forcing me to eat another bowl, so I just stared blankly as Horn ate.

After taking a few bites, Horn naturally started talking to me.

"He asked me to return to the land of the dwarves with him."

"...Pardon?"

He spoke so casually, as if it was nothing, even though it wasn't something to be taken lightly at all.

"He said I should stop this wandering life and live with his tribe, even now."

"Wait, that crazy old man is openly trying to steal my companion... Hmm. But if he's offering a substantial transfer fee, I might consider it."

"You crazy bastard, just listen."

"Pfft... yes, sir."

Actually, just looking at Horn's eyes as he spoke, I could tell what his conclusion was.

Despite his gruff and blunt exterior, he's quite sentimental inside, so if this were a farewell moment, he wouldn't be able to speak so comfortably.

"As you brazenly predicted, I obviously refused to go back. After all, you, you young punk, boasted that you would rekindle my flame. I won't part ways until I see that happen."

"Of course. I promised that."

See?

He's saying he'll continue to stay with us.

That was quite predictable.

But what he said next wasn't predictable at all.

"So when I refused, he said he would support our journey. He told me to send a letter to the land of the dwarves if we need any minerals or supplies. He laughed, saying that the sooner my journey ends, the sooner I'll return to the stone mountain."

"That's... what?"

"Well, in that spirit, I'm thinking of properly hammering again. Even if I can't do it as well as before, I should at least get back to the point where I can make something decent."

I hadn't expected that at all, so I was dumbfounded, and my expression must have been amusing because the corners of his mouth turned up.

"...What?"

"I'm done eating. Let's go."

Horn.

He grinned at me as I just stared blankly.

"What are you doing, kid? We're going to be even busier from now on, so move quickly!"

Well, that.

It was quite a dashing expression.

At least it was much cooler than his previously empty-eyed, depressed, slumped face.

********

Sweat drops that had cooled and no longer flowed.

A dwarf's flame that had weakened with age.

Feeble, unsightly hammering.

A rusted hammer, a broken anvil.

After more than 200 years of sorrow-mixed, crumbled time, all that remained were such trivial things.

Just an old dwarf waiting for his day to die.

The end of someone who had lost everything.

The conclusion of someone who didn't want anything new.

It was just going to end like that.

A story.

While a journey can be great because it has an end,

At least ending like that wouldn't have been great at all.

So.

The steps of the old dwarf who has started moving forward again will surely become great.
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The atmosphere was quiet and desolate.

A scene that seemed to flow gently, yet didn't appear peaceful.

That's what the calm before the storm is like.

It's a harbinger meant to break the weak.

For those continuing the journey toward the ashen, the inevitable crisis has simply arrived.

If you wish to seize possibility and change the world.

If you've mixed up once-firm letters and made the ink bleed.

This is a storm you must experience at least once.

********

In the shallow forest where we set up camp.

Clang-

A crisp, shattering sound echoed through a place where such noise shouldn't normally be heard.

Claaang-

Small birds that had settled on tree branches for a peaceful night flew away in surprise, and small animals hiding among the wild grass also made a growling sound before scurrying away.

Clang- Claaang-

With each resounding noise, small sparks flew.

They were remnants of heat emanating from the campfire we had lit as always, and also traces of the dwarf's hammer being swung.

Claaang-

So I quietly watched the scene and muttered softly.

"...Looks like sleeping is out of the question tonight."

"Hup! We haven't even finished making dinner yet, hup! What sleep are you talking about, hoo! I'll stop hammering eventually, eventually!"

Claaang-

Though the flames were far weaker than the heat of a forge in a blacksmith shop, the old man's figure hammering away at heated minerals was quite passionate.

"Let well enough alone, but why are you pouring so much passion into this at your age? You'll ruin your joints."

"Hup...! If I don't hammer away during breaks while traveling by carriage, hup! I won't be able to make a decent item before you die of old age. And my joints are still fine, urgh!"

Claaaang-

I had to watch the dwarf's hammering up close since I needed to prepare dinner, but Avery and the three children had long since covered their ears and fled into the carriage.

We had all been sitting around the campfire—Avery doing research for a new reagent as always, and the three children, unusually, studying common knowledge.

But as soon as the first clang- rang out, they jumped in surprise, went into the carriage, and shut the door.

Of course, Asha seemed unbothered, leaning her head on my shoulder while examining what she called an ancient magic circle obtained after defeating black mages.

Anyway, Horn's hammering continued for some time.

Despite looking like he should be creaking with old age, Horn's hammer strikes contained strength that was incomparable to that of humans.

I recall hearing that the dwarf race, instead of receiving the blessing of mana, received uniquely strong bodies.

So a dwarf's stocky body is essentially a collection of practically compressed muscles.

Of course, their complete lack of mana meant they didn't match up well against demons or mages.

"Then how strong were you when you were a chieftain, old man?"

"Whew... In my prime, I could swing my hammer with all my might and burst beasts with just the air pressure. The fact that I can't do that anymore shows I've really gotten old."

Wait.

What is he saying?

I had to blank out for a moment to process those words.

As the stew began to bubble in the pot, Horn wiped away his streaming sweat and sat down on a stump.

"...You can kill beasts by bursting them with the wind created by swinging?"

"I could back then. Not all dwarves could do it, but I was a chieftain among dwarves. It's just, well, that kind of thing."

Killing something with air pressure without direct contact—I suppose that monstrous Hero could definitely do something like that.

I'm not sure if knight commanders or sword saints responsible for each country could do it though.

"I doubt most humans could do that."

"Even among dwarves, only a few could. You'd need to be at least chieftain-level for such an extraordinary feat. Besides, there are differences between races. Humans can receive divine power or mana blessings, so they have advantages in versatility."

"Then what about me who has nothing?"

"What else? You're just talentless and useless. I'm hungry, so finish cooking that stew. Hey, you can cook stew, so that's something, right?"

Damn it.

I muttered a curse at Horn's words and continued stirring the bubbling stew.

Once Horn's hammering ended, Avery and the three children cautiously emerged from the carriage and approached the campfire.

The stew was just finished, so I handed each of them a bowl filled with it.

"Waaah~ Dinner time~"

"Waaah~"

The children didn't seem to tire of eating the same stew every time; they eagerly wolfed it down as soon as they received their bowls.

Come to think of it, it's quite fortunate that everyone here isn't picky about food.

We sat around the campfire and began eating. Unlike the children who were happily on their second bowls, Avery and Horn ate slowly while talking.

"Hmm, so where's our next destination?"

"I-I'm a bit cu-curious about that too. Bercio Ruins, Ve-Veritas Hotel, Creatio Workshop... I be-believe there are no more such places around this area."

Next destination, huh.

"Actually, I'm starting to wonder where we should go next. If we need to gather ingredients for the Ashen suppressant, we'll have to change direction a bit, so we can't just keep going east."

"Hmm, that's true."

"Haha..."

The information I know from the novel isn't much help.

As I've mentioned before, the worldbuilding and settings were only vaguely introduced as "such places exist."

So we've been traveling, searching through books and newspapers to gather information and determine our destinations.

At this rate, we might eventually reach a point where we can't decide on a destination.

"Hmm, if they were going to give prophecies, they could have been more specific. Just saying 'head east' makes it harder to choose."

Considering that some of our initial destinations were in completely opposite directions, it's understandably frustrating how vague and general the guidance has been.

It would have been nice if the prophecy had kindly pointed out each destination specifically.

"You're asking for a lot, kid."

"Ahaha... I'm just saying, you know."

Of course, I'm well aware that I'm being unreasonable.

We continued eating our stew while making such pointless conversation.

"Anyway. Since we haven't decided on a specific destination yet, let's just restock supplies at the next town and continue heading east."

My companions nodded at my words as they ate their stew, but then Eileen suddenly opened her eyes wide and jumped up.

"Huh? Oh! Ohh!!"

"What's with her now."

What's she doing now?

We all looked at her with such expressions, but Eileen started jumping up and down excitedly as if she'd just remembered something.

"Today! What's today's date?!"

"Suddenly asking about the date."

"Yes! Today's date! Has December passed already?!"

She's asking about the date out of nowhere and looking at us with sparkling eyes full of expectation.

But.

Well, when you're traveling by carriage all the time, it's hard to keep track of exact dates.

"Don't know."

"No idea."

"Haha, I'm not su-sure..."

"We don't know things like that!"

We all tilted our heads and simply replied that we didn't know.

Of course, it would be good to keep track of such details, but none of us had been particularly concerned about the passage of time enough to leisurely check the date.

"No! Why doesn't anyone know!"

"You also..."

You also don't know, you crazy girl.

I couldn't say that, so I stopped mid-sentence.

Then Asha, who had been quietly listening beside us, sighed deeply and answered.

"Sigh... It's January now. Today is January 10th. You're finally an adult, Eileen."

"Yay~ I'm an adult now! I can register as an adventurer~ Yay~"

So that's why she was so excited.

I smiled slightly at her cute reason, but Asha continued speaking to the excited Eileen.

"Hmm, but I don't think anything will really change just because you register as an adventurer."

"What are you saying! An adventurer ID is the romance I've been dreaming of first and foremost!"

That was such a modest and simple romance that it was endearing.

Of course, Asha began methodically crushing Eileen's excited gestures and expressions with her expressionless head tilts.

"We won't be taking on adventurer quests for quite some time, you know?"

"Umm... I can do that later...?"

No.

"You don't have any mana."

"Ugh...!"

"Your physical abilities are woefully inadequate."

"Eek...!"

Hey now.

"You haven't made any effort to learn swordsmanship or martial arts."

"Gaaak!"

"And to top it off, you're not even smart. What's the point of registering as an adventurer right now?"

Hey hey hey!

"Gaah...? No, that's not true! I've spent so much time learning as a noble!"

"What exactly have you been learning?"

"Gaaah... You're so mean...!"

With that, Eileen collapsed after Asha's final words.

To be fair, everything Asha said was correct.

But still, how could she tear apart everything she could grab and beat down everything within reach like that?
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Ever since I was young, I often had certain thoughts.

Fantasies like, if a modern person were transported to the past or another world, couldn't they become filthy rich?

I mean, if you could create modern conveniences that haven't been developed here yet, couldn't you live without worrying about money?

"Horn."

"What is it, kid?"

"Can't you make me a carriage that moves on its own without horses pulling it?"

If I could be the first person to create a car in this strangely backward world, it would be nothing short of revolutionary.

Just making and selling such necessary and efficient modern items one by one would make me the wealthiest person around.

"How can it be a carriage without horses pulling it, idiot? Say something that makes sense."

"Well... I mean something that runs automatically by connecting a drive system powered by fuel to wheels, so I guess it would be called an automobile rather than a carriage..."

"What the hell is that?"

"Yeah, what is it indeed..."

The truth is, only experts in those fields could properly explain such things.

For an ordinary person like me, all that remains is shallow and broad knowledge. Without being able to explain the principles or design, I'm often dismissed as talking nonsense like this.

Ah.

If only I had known that getting hit by a car wouldn't just end my life but transport me to another world.

Instead of reading novels right before dying, I should have studied how to build engines.

"Why are you suddenly talking about such nonsense, kid? Hmm, is your head hurting?"

"...I guess it does hurt a bit."

Anyway.

To conclude, my increasingly hazy knowledge of the modern world wasn't particularly useful here.

At least in this world, things like science and innovative technology had long been overshadowed by magic, becoming relics of the past.

Shallow and broad knowledge.

That's some fucking useless knowledge.

Thanks to Horn declaring he would properly wield his hammer again, the few modern items that had come to mind were once again buried deep in my head.

While I was sighing at these thoughts, Asha suddenly approached me with quick steps, looked at me intently, and spoke.

"Ain, does your head hurt? Should I use healing magic?"

"No, it's fine... ah."

Wait a second.

"Ain? Why are you looking at me like that? You really do have a headache, don't you?"

"No, no. My head doesn't hurt."

"But your expression is strange, Ain."

Come to think of it, why should I despair about not being able to create proper modern machines due to my shallow knowledge?

In a world dominated by magic, there's no need to create detailed and precise modern machines anyway.

The lack of proper design and difficulty in implementation could be somewhat compensated for with magic.

Looking at Asha, who was gently touching my forehead with her magic-rippling hand, I suddenly realized this.

"Asha, do you know how to engrave magic?"

"...Huh? Well, I've never tried magic engraving before, so I'm not sure."

It's fine if she hasn't tried it.

Asha is an overwhelming genius when it comes to magic, so it probably won't take long once she starts studying.

It's not like I was planning to make and sell it right away anyway.

"Our Asha, would you like to study magic engraving?"

"O-our Asha...!"

When I asked that, Asha looked up at me with wide eyes.

"I think it would be good if you knew how to engrave magic. What do you think?"

"I-I'll start studying right away! I think we can buy related books in the next city we visit...!"

Fortunately, Asha nodded vigorously at my words, showing a positive response.

Whether she was already interested in magic engraving or not, she was looking at me with an expression more fervent and passionate than I had expected.

So.

Leaving Asha, who was hugging my waist, I spoke to Horn again.

"Horn."

"Seeing how you're talking about magic engraving, you seem to have something in mind. What the hell are you thinking about?"

"I want to make a vehicle that rolls on its own with just fuel. Since horses have physical limitations, it would be convenient and good to be able to keep going without horses, right?"

"So how exactly would that work, kid?"

"Nothing is impossible with magic, Horn."

It's a world where long-distance teleportation is possible, albeit at an exorbitantly high price. So how could it be impossible to make a self-propelled automobile?

I dare to predict that if Horn creates the basic framework, Asha's magic engraving might be able to fill in the parts that needed to be detailed.

Magic is the almighty power that has regressed science and technology.

We can extract the necessary materials from the dwarves who promised support, Horn can make the framework, and Asha's magic engraving can make it work.

So all I need to do is cheer from the sidelines.

Oh, and if we succeed, the company name will be Ain Revolution Corporation, named after me, the boss.

Anyway.

While making such frivolous plans to earn money, we continued on our journey.

What was really important right now, despite all the talk about automobiles, was our journey eastward.

We needed to find traces left by the Fallen Twilight Star, Nasatya, and we also needed to gather ingredients for the ash suppressant.

We had to move busily to evade any potential paladin pursuit squads, and we also had to avoid cities with strict inspections to hide Asha's identity.

We've been driving the carriage for over a week now.

Fortunately, unlike the previous cargo carriage, this was a luxury carriage with spacious mattresses, so my companions didn't complain much.

The two children and Eileen, who was excited about just becoming an adult, seemed to like the new carriage so much that they sang about its comfort before falling asleep.

Horn was intently staring at several minerals he had received from the old man Shilren at the workshop.

Avery was either reading research books or carefully preparing reagents at a small research station set up in one corner of the carriage.

So it was relatively calm and peaceful.

The Imper or wild beasts that occasionally attacked at night couldn't penetrate Asha's barrier.

And from the bandits or thieves who rarely confronted and threatened our carriage, we actually robbed them in reverse to fill what we lacked.

The thieves would appear once in a while when we passed near a suitable village or city, and they would proudly give us everything they had before leaving.

"Hmm, such helpful friends."

"It's fortunate these bandits had a lot of goods too. Thanks to them, we don't need to hurry to a city, which is good, Ain."

"Exactly. They all seem to read the situation well and appear just when we need them."

I don't know how they know when our supplies are running low, but they kindly provide this delivery service.

Not just various food ingredients, but the weapons and equipment they willingly gave up with a smile could be sold at a reasonable price in the next city we visit.

Kind and grateful friends.

I'll never forget that warm heart that made them strip everything except their underwear.

I spared their lives because they quickly took off everything they had and handed it over before I even drew my sword.

As I nodded and smiled with satisfaction, Eileen's pleasant voice, seemingly agreeing with my words, was heard.

"That's right! I wish there were more bandits!"

She was saying something strange and crazy while smiling brightly.

"Hmm... but to say that, Eileen, you clearly used to..."

"Shhh... Lady Asha. Don't bring up bad memories... I was trying to forget, why do you have to mention that?"

Eileen's smile quickly sank with just one comment from Asha, who had tilted her head.

But what does she mean by "used to"? What story is that?

Since I haven't heard much about what happened when the two of them traveled together, this seemed like a new story.

"No, but you brought it up first... Hmm, well... Yes, I'm sorry... No, but that was your fault."

"What! Did you just call me 'you'? Did you just informally address me?"

"Yes, I did. So what? You were the one who did wrong."

"I'm innocent, you know?"

"If you keep talking nonsense and blurring the point, you might get hit again. You seem quite bold these days. Do you think I won't hit you because other people are around? Want me to remind you of the old days?"

"Hey, hey, hey! V-violence is bad...! Oh no, don't raise your fist, Lady Asha!"

So what exactly happened in the past?

My question remained unanswered and became a mystery until the carriage continued on and the city came into view.

As we were chattering noisily as usual, the city walls grew closer and closer.

However, the atmosphere seemed a bit strange.
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I mean, our destination is primarily determined by whether Asha can enter a place or not.

It might not have been the case before, but after I started traveling with Asha, that's how I wanted to decide our destinations.

Places like the Veritas Hotel where anyone can enter, or the Creatio Workshop where only craftsmen reside.

If it weren't places that didn't particularly try to verify one's identity or background, we would have probably passed them by.

And similarly, the cities and villages we visited to replenish supplies or learn about recent trends and news were chosen the same way.

Cities with strict and rigorous inspections had to be bypassed even if they were right in front of us, and we would head toward cities with free passage after researching them.

I avoided places with powerful mages or swordsmen, according to what I'd heard. There was no need to go somewhere with people who could immediately notice Asha's identity.

So coming all the way here without stopping at any other city for a whole week was a decision made based on those criteria.

However, something seemed off.

"What's this? The inspection seems more rigorous than I heard."

"I think so too, Ain."

From what I'd researched, this city was supposed to have quite a free atmosphere, which is why we came all the way here to replenish our depleted supplies before moving on.

But strangely, the inspection at the city wall was taking quite long and had a rigorous atmosphere.

It was chaotic and busy.

There were quite a few soldiers guarding the city gate.

Though we were still far away, I could clearly see the soldiers searching every carriage that approached and inspecting each person.

"This isn't good."

I had an ominous feeling.

The peculiar intuition that activates when you're vulnerable becomes sharper at times like this, so I was frowning as I watched the end of the long line of carriages.

Meanwhile, the small window between the driver's seat and the carriage compartment opened with a creak, and the children's voices came through.

"What's wrong, big brother Ain?"

"What's happening, bro?"

The twins poked their heads through the window and asked, their bright eyes glancing forward like mine.

"The inspection seems more rigorous than what I researched. If it suddenly became like this, there must be a reason, so I'm a bit worried."

Not knowing recent trends or news made me feel even more uneasy.

Anyway, after answering the children's questions, the twins' eyes sparkled even more as they shouted.

"Ah! Then we'll go ask the carriages in front and behind us why!"

"It's the strategy of 'adults will kindly answer a child's question'!"

The two children flung open the carriage door before I could even give permission and ran toward the carriage in front of us.

They ran to the driver's seat of the front carriage, bouncing up and down while chattering, and seemed to be looking up at the driver with sparkling eyes.

After hearing the driver's answer, they turned around, and their expressions changed instantly in a way that's hard to describe.

"Hmm, curiously cunning."

"But that's cute, isn't it, Ain?"

At least to my eyes, they seemed quite cunning.

The children ran back to me and spoke.

"That mister doesn't know either!"

"Mission failed!"

"Pfft... it's okay."

"Should we go to the carriage behind us too?"

Unfortunately, it seems even the carriage in front doesn't know why the inspection has become more rigorous.

The children looked up at me with slightly puffed cheeks, disappointed they couldn't find out properly.

"No need. Just the fact that an ordinary driver doesn't know is information in itself, so go back inside the carriage and rest."

"Okay~"

That was enough for me.

At least it seemed like a reason not yet known to ordinary travelers.

And so.

While I was contemplating what to do, the carriage was slowly advancing toward the city wall.

"Hmm..."

"I don't have a good feeling about this either, Ain. What should we do?"

Asha was also looking at me and the city gate alternately with an anxious gaze.

"We could just skip this city too. We can actually survive on wild game and herbs even if we run out of food supplies."

"T-that's true, but if we c-can't enter even a relatively f-free city, the same might be true for other places..."

Horn and Avery, who had been quietly listening, also joined our conversation to share their opinions.

"I was thinking of gathering recent trends and news more than food supplies. We also need books to determine our next destination and other necessities for each of us."

Besides, as Avery said, I had a feeling that other cities beyond this one would be the same.

"Decide quickly if you're going to. It's meaningless to decide when it's our turn."

Horn spoke to me while I was thinking, and as he said, our turn was approaching.

So I made a decision.

"Only a few of us will go in. The rest will not enter the city but gather some camping supplies and wait here."

I planned to enter the city, but not all of us.

"If you need any items, write them down for me. I'll go into the city, gather information and news for about a day, get only what we need, and return quickly."

Enter the city, assess the situation, gather news, purchase only what's immediately necessary, and quickly exit.

In my opinion, that was the most reasonable approach.

And I called out just one name.

"Eileen."

"Mmm, yes...! Ouch... that hurts..."

Not expecting her name to be called, she had been dozing off and bit her tongue, making a tearful face.

"Eileen and I will go in together. The rest of you, please gather your personal belongings and camping supplies."

"Huh...? M-me...?"

The only person entering the city with me was Eileen.

********

Me?

Why me?

"Eileen, listen carefully."

"Uhh..."

So, at Ain's words, the other companions left the carriage without complaint or question and headed into the nearby forest.

There are only two people left.

Just two of us remained.

So now Ain has turned his head from the driver's seat to speak to me, but I was feeling tremendous pressure and anxiety about this situation itself...

Well, I'm just a woman who has barely reached adulthood, without any power or ability.

"Eileen."

"Why... me..."

Though I don't want to admit it myself.

I'm just a coward who trembles at the slightest thing and makes mistakes, with no talent and not particularly smart, so it takes me a long time to learn anything.

"Eileen Frisia Delphinium, focus."

"..."

Despite that, I'm just a foolish and stupid person who dreams of romance, an incompetent lady of the Delphinium County.

I was hesitating with such thoughts while looking at Ain, but unlike mine, his eyes were sparkling like stars and looked so confident that I felt envious.

"From now on, you are a noble lady from the Delphinium County of the Haven Kingdom."

"Um, I actually am a noble lady from the Delphinium County..."

No...

"No, you weren't until just now. But from now on, you're a noble county lady, understand?"

"No, um... I... umm... yes..."

That's clearly quite disrespectful to a noble, but I couldn't even properly get angry and just nodded my head.

And then.

"In addition, you're also a talented mage, so hold the jeweled staff and wear that pointed hat."

"What...?"

I thought it might take me a while to understand what Ain was saying.

"That perfume you boasted about from Tevris. The one you said gives off an aura. Take it out and spray it once, now."

"Huh...?"

My brain was overloaded with his rapid-fire instructions, and as the carriage slowly approached the city gate, I could only open and close my mouth.

"I'm a warrior adventurer you hired as a guard. And you're an elegant noble lady traveling around to broaden your knowledge. Understand?"

"Uh, what...?"

Is he saying I should try to broaden my knowledge since my head is empty?

"Haah... Eileen, come closer."

"..."

I approached the small window connected to the driver's seat, pressing my lips tightly to keep from trembling.

"Give me the pointed hat."

When he asked for the pointed hat, I handed it over, and he firmly placed it on my head.

"Hold the jeweled staff. Don't grip it tightly, hold it loosely like a relaxed noble."

He put white gloves on my trembling hands and advised me so.

"Let me see your perfume for a moment. I'll spray it for you, so tilt your neck."

At his words, I took out the perfume from my belongings and handed it to him. Ain pushed my hair aside slightly and sprayed the perfume once on the back of my neck.

"Breathe, breathe. Don't pant like you're about to die."

Finally, hearing those words, I closed my eyes tightly and took several deep breaths.

Meanwhile, the city gate had finally approached right in front of us.

So.

At last, several soldiers are approaching our carriage.

"Lady Eileen Frisia Delphinium."

"Y-yes..."

"I'll treat you like a noble just this once, so please act like a dignified noble."

"I-I understand..."

But you know what?

I actually am a dignified noble, Ain.

It's quite rude to ask a noble to act like a noble...
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The guards approach our carriage.

Contrary to the common perception of them being low-ranking soldiers, city gate guards are often composed of many veterans.

Though the world is relatively peaceful, deciding who to allow into a city remains an important task.

I made eye contact with the approaching guards before discreetly turning to look inside the carriage.

Eileen was emanating a peculiar aura.

The kind of energy I occasionally felt from powerful individuals we encountered during our travels now surrounded her.

Of course, her frightened expression couldn't be hidden by such things.

"Lady Eileen Frisia Delphinium."

"Y-yes..."

Choosing to enter the city with just Eileen and myself was a reasonably calculated decision.

Her undeniable noble status as a count's daughter.

And the fact that she arrived at the Bercio ruins later than us, potentially avoiding any encounter with the paladins.

However, watching her tremble like that made me wonder if choosing her had been a mistake.

"My lady, please don't tremble."

"Huff, whew... hmmm, haaa... I-I understand."

Even as she agreed, she stumbled over her words and took several deep breaths, which was quite concerning.

"Act noble, arrogant, and relaxed in both speech and behavior."

"Yes..."

Though clearly a noble lady, everything she had shown so far was that of a childish girl, no different from an ordinary commoner.

"From now on, don't use such polite speech. I'm merely an adventurer you've hired, so please stay in character, my lady."

"..."

So.

If Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour had accompanied us and taken this role, she would have been much more reliable.

"Driver. Submit your identification."

"Ah, yes. Here it is."

While I was thinking this, the guards finally reached our carriage, and despite all my worries, I had to turn to face them.

I promptly presented my adventurer ID and greeted the guard with a kind smile.

"A mid-rank adventurer. What's your purpose in this city?"

"I'm Ain, an adventurer from the Sarabati Republic. I've stopped here to replenish supplies and am currently employed by the noble lady in this carriage."

In these situations, it's always best to maintain a humble attitude and smile pleasantly.

Even the most stern and serious guards are still human, and they don't tend to spit in a smiling face.

"Hmm, then I'll need to check the noble lady's identification and search the carriage, if you don't mind."

"Oh my, is something wrong?"

And as we continued talking, the information we were curious about naturally came to light.

"The Papal State sent an official notice. They said dangerous criminals are on the run, so we need to strengthen our inspections."

"What? How frightening..."

My suspicions were correct.

The Papal State is pursuing us.

Those paladins and priests must have formed a subjugation team and are following our trail, getting closer.

"Indeed. Now, you can just stay seated. We need to verify the identity of your passenger and search the carriage."

"Ah, yes! I understand! I'll wait here."

"Good, thank you for your cooperation. You're a decent young man, rare to see these days."

While thinking this, I still responded to the guard with a smiling face and respectful tone, then sat back down on the driver's seat.

They nodded to me and moved toward the back of the carriage where Eileen was.

Now she just needs to address the guards with natural noble mannerisms.

I bought her some time by keeping the guards occupied, so I hoped her trembling had subsided a bit by now.

With that thought, I discreetly turned my head.

And then.

"My lady, I apologize, but please present your identification."

"Hmm, what a bothersome affair this is."

The voice answering the guard was definitely Eileen's, but the nuance and the leisurely, bored expression weren't hers at all.

"..., Due to the official notice from the Papal State, we have no choice. Please understand."

"Well, it's hardly your fault. Here, take it."

"Yes, please wait while we verify this."

"Sigh... I hope this ends quickly."

"Understood."

Wait, who is that?

There sat a woman loosely holding a jeweled staff in one hand while resting her chin on the other after handing over her identification with an annoyed gesture.

Where had the always cheerful and bright childish lady gone? In her place was a true noblewoman jaded by worldly affairs.

Uncharacteristically crossing her legs to reveal her pale skin and tapping the toe of her shoe, she watched the guards checking her identification with apparent boredom.

"Yes, confirmed. Lady Eileen Frisia Delphinium of the Delphinium Count family from the Haven Kingdom."

"Can I enter the city now? The journey has been quite tiring."

Her condescending manner of addressing people was quite impressive.

Her tone, her gaze—everything was textbook nobility.

"Ah... well. I apologize, but could we quickly search your carriage as a final step?"

"Ha, if you're saying you want to search a noble's carriage, I find that quite offensive."

Even her short, incredulous laugh was perfect.

"But the Papal State sent an official notice requesting that all carriages entering the city be searched regardless of status, so we have no choice, my lady..."

"Hmm, can you handle the consequences? After searching my carriage, you might receive a letter of complaint from the Delphinium Count family."

"..."

Wow, holy shit.

Just listening to her talk, she's like a perfect villain noblewoman.

If she were really like this, she could casually slaughter a hundred poor commoners out of boredom and still have energy to spare.

The guards fell silent and fidgeted, unsure what to do in response to Eileen's words.

They had to conduct strict inspections due to the Papal State's notice, but suddenly some strange noble lady was interfering.

Should they disobey the notice and risk the Papal State's displeasure, or follow through and incur the wrath of a kingdom's nobility?

For guards who were at best minor nobles or still commoners, there couldn't be a worse dilemma.

After a moment of silence, laughter came from Eileen's lips.

"Hehe, I'm just teasing. As I said before, it's hardly your fault. Just make it quick."

"..., Thank you. Everyone, complete the search quickly."

Not her usual "ehehe" or "uhihi" giggles, but the laugh of someone addressing their inferiors.

As soon as Eileen gave permission, the guards efficiently searched the carriage, looked around very quickly, and then lined up again to address her.

"Thank you. We've confirmed there's nothing suspicious in the carriage."

"Hmm, so can I go now?"

Eileen tapped her jeweled staff and raised the corner of her mouth.

"Yes, you may enter the city. Thank you for your cooperation, Lady Delphinium."

"Very well, good work."

She tapped on the window connecting to the driver's seat after dismissing the bowing guards with a casual farewell.

"Driver, let's go now. I want to rest as soon as we get inside."

"Yes, Lady Delphinium."

I lightly flicked the reins to get the horses moving again.

By now, the guards' eyes held a subtle pity as they looked at me.

In their minds, I had apparently become a poor adventurer employed by a nasty noble lady, forced to endure a difficult journey.

And so.

Our carriage entered the city.

"Uweeek..."

From inside the carriage came the disgusting sound of someone continuously vomiting, and I incredulously kept turning my head back while driving.

"Come on, you did so well, why are you like this now?"

"Urp, uweeek... B-but that role doesn't suit me at all... ugh..."

She had returned to her usual self, looking utterly miserable as she emptied her stomach.

"For someone who claims that, you played the noble role extremely well. Where did you learn to do that?"

"Uwaah... there's nothing to learn, everyone in high society acts that way... Whenever I went to balls, there were so many other noble ladies who would sneer at me like that... ugh."

Ah.

So you learned this by being on the receiving end.

"..., They sneer even at the daughter of a prestigious count family?"

"Hue, ah, I'm feeling better now... The prestige belongs to the adults of the family, not me. If I show any naivety, I'll naturally get torn apart... the power struggles between noble ladies were too exhausting."

After saying this, Eileen threw off her pointed hat, tossed her jeweled staff onto the mat, and collapsed.

In other words, she melted into a puddle.

"Alright, get some rest."

"Thank youuu..."

And so I drove the carriage toward a suitable inn with Eileen in that state.
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I left Eileen, who was half-unconscious, at the lodging and went out alone.

To be fair, she could consider her duty fulfilled just by helping us pass through the checkpoint.

So I told Eileen to get some rest, and went out alone to wander the streets.

While the inspection at the city gates had become more stringent, the atmosphere within the city remained lively and bright.

If the checkpoints had been more relaxed, I could have enjoyed sightseeing without any sense of crisis.

Merchants in the marketplace were shouting at the top of their lungs to sell their goods.

Security patrols circulated through the city interior, and people who looked like adventurers passed by, bursting into laughter.

Several carriages moved along the main roads, while in the smaller alleys, as expected, abandoned children huddled amid the stench of rotting waste.

So for now, I was greeted by sights common to any city.

"...It looks normal, just ordinary."

I muttered this as I continued walking.

My feet now naturally led me toward the small alleys where the stench of waste wafted through the air.

Though I was constantly traveling and couldn't take them in and care for them myself, that didn't mean I couldn't offer some help.

I approached the children, crouched down in front of them, and spoke.

"Hello."

"...W-who are you...?"

"Hmm, someone trying to help you?"

"..."

Of course, despite my offer to help, the children huddled together like small animals, wary and trying to distance themselves from me.

But that suspicious, fearful look was something all abandoned children shared, so it was familiar to me.

So I first took out some dried jerky and provisions that I always carried with me and offered them.

For starving children, even these simple things were precious and valuable—their wary eyes widened at the sight of jerky and provisions.

"Here, it's okay to eat. In exchange, can I ask you something?"

"W-what do you want to ask...?"

"Has anything changed in the city lately? Even something small is fine—like if the atmosphere suddenly shifted or something like that."

I said this while tossing the provisions and jerky in front of the children.

Just with this small gesture, the abandoned children had already transformed into gentle lambs, busy chewing what I'd given them.

Then one child, who appeared to be the oldest, slightly tilted his head toward me.

"Um... scary people in white armor have been patrolling the streets often..."

"Paladins?"

"Y-yes, I think so. They used to stay only in the white building, but lately they've been walking all around the city."

"I see. Is there anything else?"

In other words, each city has priests and paladins dispatched from the Brahma Papal State.

Since it's the primary religion of this world, they have the justification of spreading their doctrine and benefiting the world, so it's actually harder to find cities without church buildings.

Still, unless you went directly to the church building, you rarely saw them, but according to the child, they seemed to be searching throughout the city.

"A-anything else...? Oh! I heard adventurers talking about a new wanted poster going up. They were saying... it's a chance to get rich quick."

"...Hmm. Alright, that should be enough."

Perhaps there were even wanted posters related to us hanging in the Adventurers' Guild.

With that information, I patted the child's head once, then stood up from my crouched position.

I briefly considered leaving right away, but ultimately smiled and asked the children:

"Do you like traveling?"

I put the tightly huddled children on a carriage bound for the Sarabati Republic.

I paid the coachman for the fare and gave the children enough provisions to eat during the journey.

"When you reach the republic, find the Simor Orphanage and tell them Ain sent you. A woman in fancy clothes with a small chest will welcome you."

"O-okay... But what's an orphanage...?"

"Hmm, a place with warm meals and cozy beds. When you get there, you'll find many friends, so you'll be fine."

I waved goodbye to the children and nodded to the coachman to depart.

The carriage set off toward the city gate I had entered through, and I watched it for a moment before turning away.

Then I glanced furtively at my money pouch.

I'd finally used it.

Part of the funds Asha had given me had vanished due to my hypocrisy and meddling.

"..."

Perhaps because of that, Asha's face, who had said I would pay her back somehow, floated into my mind, making me anxious.

So I bit my lip and continued walking.

I'm a little scared.

Actually, I think I'm very scared.

First, I headed to the Adventurers' Guild.

I quietly opened the door where many adventurers were coming and going, entered, and headed straight for the counter.

"Hello."

"Yes, hello. What brings you here today?"

In this world, the Adventurers' Guild was a place where you could handle and resolve more miscellaneous matters than you might expect.

"First, I'd like to purchase newspapers from the past two months, along with the guild's latest collected information."

"Yes, two months' worth of newspapers will be 200 dera total, and the guild's latest information is 500 dera."

Instead of needing to go around collecting information everywhere, you could come to the Adventurers' Guild and buy newspapers along with information.

When I was a novice adventurer, I didn't know this was possible, so I really struggled, running around gathering information.

Of course, even after I found out, I didn't use it much because money was tight.

Anyway, I paid the price and received two months' worth of newspapers and the guild's latest information.

And actually, there was one more thing I needed to check at the guild.

"Um, where can I find the request board and the wanted poster board?"

"The request board is near the entrance on the right wall, and the wanted poster board is upstairs on the second floor."

"Ah, thank you."

Since I needed to check the new wanted posters the child had mentioned, I nodded to the counter staff and headed straight for the second floor.

So.

"No way."

I quietly cursed as soon as I saw the wanted posters on the second floor.

"This piece of... How is this supposed to be my face?"

As I expected, there were wanted posters for us, but whoever drew them was terrible at it.

They had drawn a face that looked like it had been beaten up several times and labeled it as "unidentified male adventurer."

Asha and Horn were drawn quite accurately and were recognizable, but I had no idea why the rest of us, including myself, looked like that.

Maybe it's because we have ordinary, ambiguous appearances without any distinctive features?

Plus, they seemed to know the drawings were bad because there were a few lines of additional notes:

- Twin children, an elderly dwarf, a thin man in a white robe, and a sturdy man who looks like an adventurer disappeared with the ash-colored one.

- If about six people are riding in a rugged cargo carriage, they should be suspected of being the ash-colored one in disguise.

- Prioritize capture, but if capture is impossible, kill all and report to the Papal State to receive the bounty.

The good news, if any, was that Eileen wasn't on the wanted list, and we had already replaced our rugged cargo carriage.

If we could hide Asha and Horn, who were accurately drawn, and confiscate Avery's white robe, we should be fine for now.

With that thought, I collected our wanted posters that were stacked under the board, one by one.

Since I seemed to have found all the information I needed, now I just needed to buy necessary supplies and quickly leave the city.

So.

I returned to the lodging, gathered Eileen who had regained consciousness and was sitting blankly on the bed, and got back in the carriage.

"Ain."

"There are guards walking around."

"We're inside the carriage, so we can speak quietly."

"I guess so. Why did you call me?"

I drove the carriage toward the shopping district to purchase the supplies we lacked, as well as the books Avery and Asha had requested.

"You haven't told me what information you found out!"

"Oh, are you curious?"

"Yes! I'm curious!"

Since our reason for entering this city wasn't good to begin with, it wasn't really information to be curious about.

I glanced at Eileen, whose eyes were sparkling brightly, and briefly summarized the information I had gathered.

"We're wanted. All six of us except you. They're offering a bounty for killing us."

"WHAAAAT?!!!"

"No, your voice is fucking too loud!"

I understand the desire to attract the attention of everyone in the neighborhood, but that scream nearly ruptured my eardrum.

"T-t-t-t-that's...!!"

"T-t-t-terrible, really. Be quiet, please."

At my words, Eileen covered her mouth with her hand, calmed down for a moment, and then carefully spoke.

"Mmph... S-so you're saying we're wanted...?"

"Yeah, be quiet and read this."

I handed her the two months' worth of newspapers, the guild's latest information, and our wanted posters that I had tucked away.

The people's attention that had momentarily focused on our carriage dispersed again, and I cracked the reins to urge the horse forward.

From behind me came the sound of pages turning, interspersed with Eileen's gasping sounds.

Like "hiek," "hueeng," or even "huegek-higegek."

She was making all sorts of terrible sound effects.

Every time those sounds popped out, I thought I preferred the noble-like demeanor she had shown to pass through the city gate.

Anyway, I left Eileen in the carriage and stopped at a shop.

Replenishing the food supplies and disposable goods we were running low on.

Avery's research books and beginner, intermediate, and advanced manuals for Asha's magic engraving.

Now that I had bought everything we needed, it was time to leave the city again.

We headed back to the city gate we had entered through, and were greeted by the same guards who had struggled with our inspection earlier.

"Coachman, present your identification."

"Ah, it's needed when leaving too. Here it is."

"It's an unavoidable procedure, please understand."

"Of course. That's only natural."

But you know.

That's what I think, but I wonder if Eileen, in her role as a true noble, thinks the same.

"Hmph, you're asking for my identification again? Then show me yours too. I'll have to send a letter to the Count's family to resolve this unpleasantness."

"M-my lady... This is an unavoidable process for us..."

"Fine. Skip checking my identification. That coachman may be a lowly commoner, but not me, a noble."

"B-but..."

"Commoner. Do I have to keep talking? Either you grovel and explain, or leave me be. I'm dying of annoyance."

No, this... this little...

I'm starting to think she's just using this opportunity to say whatever she wants.

I have a strange feeling she's trying to pour out all her accumulated frustration and resentment right now.

Anyway, after hearing Eileen's words, the guard glanced at me with pity before answering.

"Um... Yes, understood. Then may we quickly search the carriage? We need to check the goods being taken out, my lady."

So.

If we could just quickly finish the carriage search, we could leave the city.

"Ugh, this is disgusting, urp..."

"My lady...?"

No.

"Urp, uurp..."

Wait, damn it.

No matter what, she shouldn't be throwing up right now.

Seeing Eileen suddenly start dry heaving, I stood up in surprise, and the guards also looked at her with confused expressions.

While we were all frozen in shock, Eileen wiped her teary eyes, somehow managed to suppress her gagging, and raised her head.

Then she said:

"Urp, haah... What is this nauseating smell? Guard, go wash yourself. Ugh... I can't stand the stench."

"..."

"..."

Once again fully immersed in her role as an incredibly rude noblewoman, she looked at the guards with disgust as she spoke.

"I cannot forgive the fact that your smell is permeating my carriage. Huff, do you still want to search it?"

"...No, my lady. You may pass."

"Good. Coachman, let's depart. That foul odor has only lowered my dignity."

In other words.

"Yes, we'll depart now."

With my hand covering my mouth, I think I'll never forget the look in Eileen's eyes as she stared at the guards as if they were repulsive.

Nor will I forget the expressions of the guards, whose eyes now clearly reflected their hatred for nobles.
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I drove the carriage back to where my companions were waiting.

"So you're saying we're wanted criminals now, kid?"

"That's right. Asha and Horn were drawn quite accurately on the posters, so anyone could recognize them with just a glance."

I spilled everything I'd learned to my companions who were resting around a small campfire.

In the time it took me to enter and leave the city, the blue sky had quickly darkened due to winter, so I naturally started preparing the ingredients I'd bought today and put them in the pot.

"Whaat? We're criminals now?!"

"But we didn't do anything wrong!"

The twins ran over to me with pattering steps, each grabbing one of my legs as they asked.

"Well... you can become a criminal without doing anything wrong. Um, since things turned out this way, let's think of it as a good experience?"

""What kind of good experience is this?!""

When I answered like that, the children pouted their lips in indignation and just kept tapping my legs.

They must not understand because they're still young, but that's just how the world works.

When the Brahma Papal State, the number one religious country, declares that helping the Ashen Witch is a criminal offense, what can we do?

Thinking about it, I was somewhat prepared for this situation to unfold.

I knew that while committing crimes to help Asha, things couldn't remain peaceful and calm forever.

Well, if we hadn't been caught by the paladins, the threat wouldn't have been this extreme, but it couldn't be helped.

Thanks to Asha appearing and saving us then, we managed to keep our lives.

"Haha... New Year's resolution: become a criminal... success...!"

"Did we even have that goal?"

"Just... since it's too late anyway, I thought maybe speaking po-positively would make us feel better..."

Avery laughed awkwardly as he mumbled, then picked up a ladle and stirred the pot.

He didn't seem particularly affected by becoming a criminal, just acting and speaking as usual.

Anyway, that's how it was.

"So from now on, Horn and Asha should avoid coming out of the carriage as much as possible. Avery, take off that white robe for a while and wear a suitable cloak instead."

"Fine by me. Actually, I'm happy if I don't have to do anything."

"Ah... my pre-precious identity, reduced to this..."

The two people whose faces were clearly drawn on the wanted posters needed to refrain from outside activities, and the white robe explicitly mentioned in the notes needed to be sealed away for now.

"Yaki and Tori should also avoid walking around together since it might be dangerous. You'll need to move separately."

""Okay~""

Additionally, as noted, the obviously unusual combination of a dwarf and twin kids would need to be separated for now.

And so.

I was looking at each of my companions and explaining our future policy, but there was exactly one person missing.

"And Asha. Asha is... Asha? Hey, where did she go?"

"While you were talking to us, kid, she seemed to be thinking deeply about something, then suddenly headed toward the carriage."

I'd thought it was oddly quiet without her response, but apparently Asha hadn't been sitting beside me.

As I was scratching my head awkwardly, Eileen, who had been quietly listening the whole time, suddenly raised her head.

"Huh?! W-wait... I, I haven't done anything to be nervous about..."

"...Eileen."

At the same time, the carriage door creaked open and Asha's voice came through coldly.

"A-Asha? I-I didn't do any-anything wrong... Eeek! P-please... please spare me...!"

"I'll have a private conversation with her for a moment."

"I'm s-sorry! I'm sorryyy!!!"

Next, all we could see was Eileen, who had been sitting by the campfire, being grabbed by a lump of mana and dragged away.

From beyond the dark forest where the two had disappeared, we could hear continuous, intense, and strange screams like "Kyaaaagak!"

"Hmm, did she do something wrong?"

"Umm... I can't think of anything..."

We looked at each other awkwardly as we had to listen to Eileen's screams over and over.

On top of that, unlike my other companions, I trembled with anxiety that those sparks might fly my way too.

A little later.

"Ith wath delithiouth..."

Eileen, with small teeth marks on her cheek, mumbled that and then took a bowl of stew and sat on a stump.

Wait, she didn't hit her, but bit her instead? What's that about?

And Asha, who walked behind the dejected Eileen, naturally sat down next to me.

Moreover, she looked up at me and spoke quietly.

"Ain."

"Uh, um... yes."

Those eyes, deader than the dried pollack we've been seeing lately, are even more pungent.

Scary.

As I predicted, those sparks flew toward me too, finally catching on my clothes.

"Spraying perfume on the back of an unrelated woman's neck is inappropriate behavior."

"That's not..."

Despite pondering what the problem could be while listening to Eileen's screams, I never thought it would be about that.

Because... from my perspective, I was just helping a trembling child, nothing more.

"It's inappropriate behavior."

"But Eileen is just a child..."

Because of that thought, I stupidly tried to make an excuse.

"She's an adult. She's an adult woman."

"That's true, but just looking at her, she seems young..."

Even seeing her stare at me with those dead eyes and repeating the same words, I still added one more comment.

"She's an adult. She's an adult woman. Eileen is now an adult woman. So spraying perfume on the back of an unrelated adult woman's neck is inappropriate behavior."

"..."

Ah, I shouldn't have made excuses.

If I had time to think of excuses, I should have immediately bowed down and apologized.

"She's an adult. Eileen is now an adult woman. Spraying perfume on the back of an unrelated adult woman's neck is inappropriate behavior."

"That..."

The image of her beating that bizarre woman to death at the hotel overlaps in my mind.

Moreover, now she's looking up at me without blinking, somehow grabbing my wrist so I can't escape, making it even scarier.

"She's an adult woman. Eileen is now an adult, so that was inappropriate behavior."

"Yes, I'm sorry."

"If you understand, don't do it again, Ain."

"Yes."

"This is your final warning."

"..."

Ah.

Shit.

On this day, intermediate adventurer Ain—that is, me—received two skulls.

If I end up getting the final one, will I reach my end?

Defying the Ashen Witch and dying without leaving even bone dust behind is a long-standing tradition in this world.

After a night passed, we headed east again, bypassing the city.

Somehow, when we slipped past the city walls, I felt like the guards glanced at our carriage with eyes showing both pity and disgust.

There was no need for phrases like "only the guards know whether that's true or not"—it was clearly sympathy toward me mixed with intense hatred for nobility.

So I glanced inside the carriage and spoke with admiration.

"You really planted that noble hatred well. As expected of Eileen Frisia Delphinium, the epitome of nobility. I'll be counting on you whenever we need it in the future."

"Nooo... I'm really being treated unfairly..."

"Um, should the coachman just keep quiet and drive the carriage?"

"Come on... I did what you asked, so why are you teasing me...!"

The red mark on her cheek had healed after Asha calmed down last night and treated it, but instead, there were eyes full of indignation and protruding lips.

And.

Asha, who had reluctantly left the coachman's seat and was sitting next to her, stared at Eileen, crossed her legs, and muttered.

"What is this disgusting smell? Ugh, I can't stand this smell."

"Asha?"

Thanks to having reviewed the remnants of the past left in the carriage last night, she was imitating Eileen's words and arrogant behavior.

"I don't think I can forgive this smell permeating my carriage."

"Uweee... stop, please stop..."

With that, Eileen was shot down.

She collapsed with a thud and sprawled across Asha's lap, disappearing from my sight.

Of course, Eileen's weak voice continued to be heard afterward.

"Ahaha... this reminds me of those young ladies who used to tease me... Even when I washed thoroughly and went to the ballroom, those vicious young ladies would cover their noses in front of me. I think the name of that cruel lady was..."

"Uh, um... Eileen, I was just joking."

Seemingly flustered, Asha changed her tone and tried to speak to her, but.

"Ah... that's right. Those young ladies also told me it was always a joke while smiling at me..."

"I'm sorry. I'll stop joking, Eileen."

"Aah... that's how it was... When I would start crying, they would say sorry and promise not to joke next time... but at the next ball, they would bully and tease me again in exactly the same way..."

Eileen was already lost in past nightmares, unable to come to her senses.

"...I was wrong."

"You were wrong... That's what they said only after my father stepped in when their bullying was exposed... ehehe... And after a little time passed, they would find another reason to..."

"..."

"Still... thanks to that, I can act like a noble well now, so I guess that's good..."

No.

Eileen, please snap out of it. We'll stop teasing you.

We're sorry.
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There are certain things I often think about while driving a carriage.

"Sister, this is delicious!"

"Ah, I'll eat it gratefully. Thank you."

Since the driver's seat and the inside of the carriage are separated by just a single wall, the voices come through quite clearly, and my thoughts tend to wander.

"I'm giving it to you because you're so big. I didn't give any to Sister Eileen."

"Umm? Thank you...?"

For instance, the children's laughter, or Eileen's various complaints and chatter.

"That's so unfair! Give me some too!"

"No way. Adults used to say that giving things away carelessly brings bad luck."

"What?! What does that have to do with not giving me any?!"

Indeed, when such trivial and peaceful conversations flow, completely unrelated to our serious situation, I definitely felt it.

"I'm sure if I share with someone who has big breasts, mine will grow bigger later."

"That makes no sense...! Wait, then if you share with me, couldn't I become a noble too?"

Oh, come on.

"No way. That's not realistic, Sister Eileen. I'll share with you when I'm done growing. You're always getting stuff from Yaki anyway."

"I thought you didn't like me since you never gave me anything... Wait a minute. Having small breasts doesn't bring bad luck, you know?!"

I'm trying to think seriously, but why are they having such conversations today?

"You're lying!"

"I-I'm not lying! Th-there are definitely people who appreciate modest breasts...!"

Hmm.

So, the examples I wanted to use might sound a bit strange given the odd conversation going on.

What I mean is that for the past three years, I've always been the driver, and my companions have always been chatting about trivial things in the back.

Since I had to drive the carriage, I couldn't usually participate in those small, peaceful moments happening behind me, and I somewhat envied them.

I wanted to stop driving the carriage for a while and join in their conversations.

When everyone falls asleep from exhaustion, reads books or research papers they've been wanting to read, or happily chats while eating snacks.

It gets mind-numbingly boring just looking at horses that only neigh and green trees for hours on end.

So, although my companions don't know it, I've even named the horses to ease my loneliness.

The one on the left is Chun-sik.

The one on the right is Chun-bae.

In truth, the two look exactly alike, so after leaving them at a stable when we stay at an inn, I can't tell which is Chun-sik and which is Chun-bae when we retrieve them.

So the one on the left always becomes Chun-sik.

"...From now on, your name is Chun-sik."

Neeeigh-

A rather pitiful whinny.

Perhaps the horse on the left this time, who answers with such a sorrowful neigh, might have been Chun-bae before.

Ah.

Sorry, Chun-bae.

But what can I do, Chun-sik?



Anyway.

I stopped my useless thoughts and glanced back, calling out.

"Horn."

"Hm? Why are you suddenly calling me? Did something happen?"

Actually, there's no special reason for calling Horn. He's just the easiest and most approachable one to call among them.

"I've been thinking, shouldn't we take turns driving the carriage?"

"Hell no."

To be fair, there wasn't really anyone else I could ask to take over as driver.

I couldn't ask the children or Eileen, and I couldn't trust Avery with it because who knows what he might do.

"Damn it, how long do I have to keep driving this thing?"

"Until you make that automobile thing or whatever it is that you want so badly."

"Ah."

Besides, old man Horn says he's never driven a carriage in his long life.

When he was a chieftain, everyone served him so he only rode in carriages, and after that, he became a loner with plenty of time, so he always walked everywhere.

He's just a crazy dwarf.

As I was muttering to myself, Asha poked her head through the small window and spoke to me.

"Should I drive the carriage instead, Ain? I know how to drive one."

"That won't work. You need to stay hidden inside the carriage."

"Ah, that's right."

Of course.

Even if that wasn't the reason, I didn't want to burden Asha with such tedious tasks, having looked after her and pampered her since she was young.

"Asha, you just rest comfortably."

"Heehee... Thank you, Ain."

To me, Asha was like a daughter I had raised in my heart.

"What's with this preferential treatment? Is this discrimination against dwarves? Damn these humans."

"Haha... don't feel bad. How about a sip of my m-mood-enhancing potion..."

"Are you crazy? What's the success rate this time?"

"Umm... there's a 70% chance it'll make you f-feel good... The 30% failure rate just means you'll have to squeeze juice one more time..."

"Get lost."

"Haha..."

So, I thought these peaceful and tranquil scenes were nice to see.

I wished they could continue for a long, long time, filled only with things that made us feel happy like this.



Unfortunately, I sighed as I looked at the road ahead and spoke.

"Checkpoint ahead."

In other words, surprise inspections blocking the road had become more frequent.

Until recently, only the checkpoints for entering and exiting cities were strict, but now we often encountered soldiers blocking the roads near cities.

They had finally stationed soldiers at every passable route for carriages, searching them.

"Horn, Avery, and Asha, get off and cut through the forest. Eileen, I'll need your help again. Yaki and Tori, play your roles well."

Because of this, whenever we spotted soldiers in the distance, we would act in perfect coordination despite our trivial conversations.

Horn, Avery, and Asha, now accustomed to this routine, grabbed their pre-packed belongings, jumped off the carriage, and disappeared into the forest.

Eileen put on her pointed hat and held her jeweled staff, taking a deep breath to prepare herself.

Yaki and Tori were already dressed like children serving nobility, so they just needed to wait obediently.

And then.

"Stop. Driver, halt the carriage and submit to inspection."

"Oh my, the world has become so dangerous these days... Here's my identification."

After completing these preparations and approaching the soldiers, I naturally slowed the carriage and became a groveling adventurer type.

"The driver is confirmed. We request cooperation with the inspection of the passengers and the carriage interior."

"Of course, sir. But... um... the noble lady who hired me has quite a... well, you know."

I mumbled these words to the hardworking soldiers with an embarrassed and troubled expression.

"Sigh... such lowly creatures bothering me at every moment. Oh, do you also enjoy being turned into frogs?"

"M-my lady...! Wh-what have these people done to deserve..."

"Th-that's right...! The Count said we shouldn't harm people who are just doing their jobs...!"

I watched Eileen, who had become quite skilled at playing the villain, and Yaki and Tori, who spoke surprisingly naturally, perform their act.

"Ah, I... I apologize, my lady. This is an unavoidable procedure, so please understand..."

"If you want my identification so badly, show me yours first. Oh, and don't worry about bothering me—you'll receive compensation in the form of a letter from Delphinium."

"..."

Of course, after Eileen's outburst, she handed over her identification and naturally allowed them to search the carriage.

Nevertheless, because they were cautious around the irritable and arrogant Eileen, the inspection that should have been thorough and strict was completed rather hastily.



And so.

After going through this process, Horn, Avery, and Asha, who had gone into the forest, would already be peeking out from the roadside where the carriage would pass.

"We passed safely again!"

Then I would subtly slow down to quickly pick up the three of them before driving on.

"Sister Eileen! You were truly wicked!"

"Sister Eileen, you were the epitome of garbage!"

"Eeek...! When you say it like that, it makes me sound like I'm really a bad person...!"

My companions, now accustomed to this routine, would resume their trivial conversations as if nothing had happened.



After everyone started chattering again, Asha poked her head through the small window.

"Ain."

"Ah, yes. Do you have something to say?"

"Umm... how long will these checkpoints continue?"

She asked with a somewhat dejected expression, glancing at me as if apologetic.

Perhaps feeling that the complicated situation was her fault, she often spoke with this subdued manner lately.

"...They'll probably continue for quite a while. The Brahma Papal State is a bunch of idiotic fanatics, so it might last throughout our entire journey."

"I suppose you're right..."

Unless the problem is somehow resolved, the paladins and priests won't give up and will continue pursuing us.

The people of the Papal State are complete lunatics, in both good and bad ways.

Perhaps that's why I've never considered priests or paladins as potential companions.



Nevertheless.

"It's okay. I'll solve this somehow."

"..."

I boldly and shamelessly uttered what was essentially a lie.

"It's been like this since the old days. I'll help you this time too, Asha."

"...Yes, Ain. I always believe in you."

Despite having absolutely no special abilities, I make such promises to her.











And then.

As we continued traveling for quite some time.

KWAAAANG-

"Kyaaak...! Wh-what's happening...?!"

Finally, a beam of light was shot toward our carriage.
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It was, so to speak, just another ordinary day.

By now, there were the expected random checkpoints blocking our path, with three people naturally slipping out of the carriage and heading into the forest, while the other three began their act.

After that whole process was over, they would casually resume chatting and bickering, led by Eileen, until at some point Asha poked her head out through the small window.

Asha's voice reached me.

"Ain."

"Yeah?"

"Aren't you tired? You've been driving the carriage non-stop without any rest."

As always, her voice was filled with kindness and gentleness.

Even without seeing her face or expression, I could tell from her voice that she was worried about me.

"I'm still fine. You cast a healing spell on me earlier, remember?"

"But strictly speaking, healing magic doesn't completely eliminate fatigue—it just restores parts of the body that need healing back to their original state."

"That's enough for now. We need to get as far away as possible, so I'll rest once the sun sets after we've gone a bit further."

I answered while firmly gripping the reins, not letting go.

In truth, I had been driving the carriage through the night, skipping camping altogether.

While my companions had managed to eat a simple meal of dried food and jerky before getting some sleep inside the carriage, I had stayed awake the entire time, enduring with the help of Asha's magic.

There was good reason for this.

The checkpoints blocking our path were becoming more frequent, and I couldn't shake the feeling that the Papal State's pursuit team was closing in on us, making me increasingly anxious.

So I was pushing forward recklessly toward the border, thinking that once we left human territory, the Papal State's influence would be less significant.

"But if you get too tired, you need to tell me, Ain."

"Yeah, thanks."

"...stubborn."

Of course, Asha didn't seem particularly pleased with my response or behavior, as she poked me in the back and pouted slightly.

So, you see.

With a bounty on our heads, frequent checkpoints, and the Papal State's pursuit team closing in from behind, there was no easy solution to our situation.

Even as I drove the carriage forward, I kept trying to think of possible solutions, but they weren't the kind of things that would just pop into my head.

If I had to put it bluntly, while I might curse the Papal State as a group of lunatics, the fact remained that the Ashen Witch was indeed the disaster the world had deemed her to be.

I couldn't harm the soldiers conducting checkpoints under orders or the paladins and priests chasing us.

If I did, our situation would only worsen, and we'd never be able to return to the Empire.

For that reason, the best I could come up with was simply escaping across the border.

I had no choice but to make that decision since I couldn't think of any brilliant solution to our immediate problem.

"Ah, I should have saved the golem instead of using it..."

If I had known things would escalate so quickly, it would have been better to think more carefully before using the golem.

Now that barely a month had passed, with two more months to go before I could use it again, I felt bitterly regretful.

Anyway.

So I was pushing forward, driving the carriage somewhat recklessly.

Before I knew it, night had fallen, and my companions had nodded off one by one until they were all asleep.

Only the gentle, familiar sound of rustling leaves and the occasional cry of wild animals filled the air around the carriage.

It was eerie, if anything.

The atmosphere was quite unsettling, to say the least.

However, these things had become so familiar that they didn't particularly bother me anymore.

They were familiar and ordinary to me now.

So.

In the midst of such scenery, only one thing approached us that was awkward and out of the ordinary.

"...?"

A brilliant beam of light, so bright it made the dark night sky seem to light up for a moment.

A long, massive stream of light that seemed to be aimed directly at our carriage.

Golden light filled with obvious killing intent was rapidly pouring down on us from behind.

"This is insane...! Asha!!!!!"

I shouted through the small window as soon as I spotted it.

"I see it!"

Fortunately, Asha immediately chanted a spell and scattered mana to create a barrier large enough to envelop the entire carriage.

And then the light poured down.

KWAAAANG—

"Kyaaak...! W-what's happening...?!"

The carriage shook violently as the light battered against the barrier, and Eileen, who had been sound asleep and even snoring, screamed.

"We're clearly under attack! Quickly, wake everyone up!"

"Y-yes, yes! E-everyone, wake up...!"

Meanwhile, there was a cracking sound.

The clear and strong barrier was gradually weakening and starting to crack each time it came into contact with the continuous streams of light.

"Ugh... W-why is the barrier breaking so quickly..."

Asha muttered in confusion as she chanted additional spells to reinforce the barrier.

Since the barrier had supposedly withstood endless magic from dark mages without breaking, it must have been shocking that it was about to shatter after just a few beams of light.

"It's not magic but divine incantation, that's why. Eileen, use your staff with the children. Layer the staff's barrier magic over Asha's magic."

"Y-yes...! Tori! Quickly, grab your staff!"

This was simply a matter of elemental disadvantage.

Divine power is strongest against those deemed evil by the world, and the Ashen Witch was explicitly classified as evil by the world.

Unlike magic used with ordinary and pure mana, magic with ash-mixed mana suffered from an unfair disadvantage.

Even though we had hidden the ash that scattered whenever magic was used, that didn't mean there was no ash mixed into the mana.

And that was the very reason why the Papal State could take the lead in eradicating evil, especially the ashen ones.

"Ugh... my precious and valuable barrier magic...!"

"If you can still worry about that while dying, keep worrying...!"

So two more layers of memorized barrier magic wrapped over Asha's barrier.

Though they looked somewhat unstable since they weren't cast by powerful mages, they were clearly more stable than Asha's barrier against the divine attacks.

However.

While we were blocking the pouring divine incantations, our carriage's speed gradually slowed.

The group of pure white carriages chasing us from behind was increasing their speed and getting closer.

As the distance narrowed, we could start to see the people riding in the carriages.

Pure white armor, snow-white swords and shields.

Pure white priest robes, thick holy books painted snow-white.

Despite being psychopaths who only pursued such pure and pristine things, their expressions were no different from those of vicious murderers.

Bastards.

"...They wrote 'capture or kill' on the wanted poster, but now that they've caught up with us, they have no intention of capturing us alive—they just want to kill us."

They might be good and kind people to others, but to us, they're just bastards.

Asha hasn't done anything wrong, yet they immediately organized an extermination squad just because she's a powerful ashen one.

Thinking this, I spoke up.

"Horn, please give me my armor, gauntlets, and sword."

"Sure, catch them well."

By now, the distance had narrowed considerably, and the paladins were about to jump out of the pure white carriages and point their swords at us.

Even if the priests' incantations could be blocked by the two barrier staves and Asha's magic.

Those psychopathic paladins whose minds were filled with thoughts of slaughtering us had to be confronted directly by Horn and me.

So I quickly put on the armor and gauntlets Horn handed me, then strapped the sword to my waist.

"Avery, you can handle driving the carriage at least this much, right?"

"I-I'll try my best...!"

As soon as I heard his answer, I opened the carriage door, pulled Avery out, sat him on the driver's seat, and handed him the reins.

"Just keep the horses running forward. They're smart, so as long as you don't do anything weird, we won't end up crashing into a tree or anything like that."

"Haha... no matter what, I w-wouldn't do anything weird in a s-situation like this...!"

What did he say?

"You bastard. So you're aware that what you usually do is weird?"

"Ah."

"...I'll deal with you after we survive this."

Thanks for giving me one more reason to survive, you jerk.

Anyway.

After ruffling Avery's hair, I jumped onto the carriage roof and observed the group of pure white carriages getting closer from behind.

Even at a glance, I could see the paladins drawing their swords, glaring at us as if ready to pounce at any moment.

Even though we had changed carriages and Asha had stayed inside the whole time, somehow they seemed certain that we were the ashen ones they were pursuing.

Of course.

We would soon find out trivial details like how they had discovered and attacked us.

As the gap between the carriages narrowed to just a few feet, the paladins, like brainless beasts, charged at our carriage.

These bastards.

Jumping onto a moving carriage is truly madness.

I thought this as I met the incoming snow-white blade with my own sword.

However, instead of the clear, ringing sound that should have occurred, there was a harsh grating sound as if trying to break my sword.

"Die, you ashen puppet!!!"

"Damn it...!"

Mana, and divine power.

Again.

This time too.

Every time.

KRRRK—

"How dare you... How dare you hide and help the ashen one, trying to disrupt the world's order, you sinner...!!"

"Kugh...! I haven't committed any crime..., hup! Don't outright treat me like a criminal, you psychopaths!!"

Every moment is like this.

This cursed difference in talent keeps creating unpleasant sounds.

Every single time, it's so irritating and frustrating.

I kicked the paladin's knee to push him away, then swung my sword with all my might on the rocking carriage.

"Kuk...! Do not resist, sinner!! No matter how much you resist, there is no future for you..., hup!?"

A paladin with divine talent should have easily blocked it, but he couldn't.

Blue remnants of mana scattered along the path of my sword swing.

Of course.

Unfortunately, those mana remnants weren't created by me.

The blue, ethereal energy that I would never possess resided in the sword I was holding.

CHANG—

The swords finally clashed with a proper sound.

The paladin, suddenly pushed back hard by my sword, fell off our carriage and rolled on the ground.
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Mana.

That was the word uttered unanimously by everyone who had handled a sword and experienced combat as part of daily life.

"Without mana, you can't win."

"No mana? Then you might as well give up."

Mana.

"Why are you struggling so hard when you don't even have mana?"

"Mana is essential. I'm sorry, but you..."

Mana.

"What do you think you can accomplish without mana?"

"Just give up, Ain."

"You should quit, Ain."

"You'll... surely die if you continue."

Damn mana.

And both Bex from the swordsmanship hall and Sir Joseph from Krepen repeatedly told me:

"Ain, I'm sorry, but without mana, you obviously can't win. That's just how the world works..."

"Someone without a speck of mana cannot defeat someone who exudes mana, Ain. It's practically an absolute truth now."

They said that if you weren't born with the talent for mana, it would be better to give up advancing altogether.

However.

"What if I somehow end up in a situation where I have to fight a knight who freely manipulates mana, or a paladin who wields divine power?"

I needed to know what to do if, despite avoiding and evading, I inevitably found myself confronted by powerful opponents.

So.

"...Ain. I don't understand why you'd ever need to fight knights or paladins... Are you planning to become a criminal or something?"

To my question, Bex, my swordsmanship instructor, responded with an expression as if he'd seen something bizarre.

"Hmm, Ain. You've thoroughly learned only human-to-human swordsmanship. In that sense, your current question doesn't sound good to me as a knight."

To my question, Sir Joseph of Krepen twitched his eyebrows and answered.

After that, both gave the same follow-up response.

"Well... you're a good kid, so that won't happen."

"Hmm, but since it's coming from someone as virtuous as you, there must be a valid reason for the question."

Those two were always the ones who truly saw me and believed in me.

"In such situations, you need exactly two things, Ain. Well, the first is obviously skill, right?"

"To be honest, your sword-handling skills are excellent, Ain. As I mentioned earlier, your sword, trained solely in human combat, is very practical and unhesitating."

The two men, though in different positions, said the same thing.

"In a duel without mana, you might even be better than most knights. Your talent with the sword is definitely outstanding."

"It's natural that you can't beat me now, Ain. The time I've spent on battlefields as a knight of the Snow Country is probably longer than the time you've been alive. So when enough time passes to bridge that experience gap and we meet again, who knows what might happen."

Bitterly, they said I had talent with the sword despite not receiving the gift of mana.

And then.

"So the second thing is equipment. Forget that nonsense about a craftsman not blaming his tools. You absolutely need good equipment. And for a swordsman, that means a sword imbued with mana! By the way, that's fucking expensive! I don't even have one!"

"There are swords for those who don't possess mana. I think the cheapest one costs about 1 million dera. Well... if you work hard and earn money, you might be able to buy one someday. Work hard and earn money. Though it's so expensive even I couldn't afford it."

Both gave me the same curious answer.

A sword imbued with mana.

A relic of the past, created for those without mana who worried and agonized over their lack—a concern that had persisted since ancient times.

It began from the sincere contemplation of adults and the questions children might harbor.

"Teacher, what if a robber with mana breaks into the home of someone without a speck of mana?"

"Hmm? Obviously, they should run away."

"But what if they can't escape?"

"Then they die."

"What...?"

In other words, such small talk evolved over time and across generations, becoming more detailed and serious.

There are those who refuse to give up and strive forward despite having no talent, and there are those who create items for such journeys.

"If one doesn't have mana, is it impossible to borrow magic from others?"

"Hmm, I'm not sure if that's possible."

"What if, instead of drawing magical incantations in the air, we engrave them somewhere?"

"Engraving magic somewhere... That's an idea so novel it's idiotic. Well, let's try it right away."

So, the starting point was the magical engravings that were realized through such efforts and eventually became widely commercialized.

After numerous failures, they finally succeeded.

By engraving various magical incantations on staffs, robes, armor, swords, and more, they allowed even those without mana to take a step forward.

Engraving magical incantations on objects and storing them to impart magical effects—that's what it meant.

However.

This wasn't about binding mana itself but storing the magic in a state just before activation.

"Hmm... The efficiency is too low. The power is weak. Plus, we can't even use strong magical effects."

"It can't be helped. All attempts to go beyond this have failed. No one has succeeded in storing more powerful magic despite numerous attempts."

While it was certainly a great help to some, it was an unsatisfactory result for others.

Magical engravings were undoubtedly innovative and beautiful, but as mentioned above, their limitations were clear.

And in the past, research began for this reason.

"Then, is it impossible to store mana itself, just as we've engraved and stored magic in objects?"

"Storing mana in objects... That sounds obviously difficult. It's hard to bind an intangible energy in one place."

"Hmm, is that so?"

"The thing is, there's no specific medium. Engraving magic on the verge of activation at least has the form of the magic circle."

"Let's try anyway."

"You're completely treating magicians like dogs. Fine, let's give it a shot."

There were those who attempted and researched what others claimed was absolutely impossible.

Objects imbued with mana.

Efforts that began by diving in headfirst despite the lack of a suitable medium to bind it.

Thus, the fruits of their labor were finally created.

Swords imbued with mana, armor imbued with mana, or shields.

Objects of the past, created for those who wanted to advance.

Ironically, unlike magical engravings, these are now ancient relics that can no longer be produced.

So.

"Ugh...! Beware of that criminal! It seems he's using relics of the past!"

In other words, the equipment Asha had given me as gifts were items imbued with mana.

The sword, armor, gauntlets, and boots from Tevris that Asha had handed to me.

I hadn't known until recently because I hadn't had a proper fight, but all of them were filled with mana.

For reference, Horn's hammer also contained mana.

"Horn! Don't let anyone board the carriage! Control your strength so no one dies!"

"Alright! Consider it a mercy that I'm showing restraint, you religious zealots!!"

So it was possible to fend off the paladins who charged at us wrapped in divine power.

Clang—

Of course, I can't waste mana recklessly.

Although the embedded mana would naturally replenish a bit over time even if fully used, the total amount was fixed, so it needed to last until we could repel all of them.

So I swing my sword as I've always been taught.

'Wield the sword of the weak thoroughly. Don't receive attacks head-on. Let the incoming sword flow naturally.'

I receive the sword swung with all might by the paladin charging with a ferocious expression at an angle, letting it slide, and kick the paladin away before his sword can touch the carriage.

"Huh...! You vile criminal!"

"Talented bastards always call it vile if you don't meet them head-on. No conscience at all."

There's a reason why deflecting is not always better but receiving head-on is a no-go.

'Well, with a mana-imbued sword, you can receive aura head-on, but your body isn't reinforced with mana, right? So if you receive it head-on, even if the sword doesn't break, you'll break first.'

As he said, my body can't withstand it.

The impact from emotionally clashing with the first paladin earlier still lingers.

So I need to remember that I'm not in a position to be arrogant just because I can handle mana.

With that thought, I tripped the paladin's leg, taking advantage of a moment of carelessness.

"Ugh, fighting in a vile manner befitting a criminal!"

"Ah, shut up...!"

I pushed the paladin who kept irritating me by calling me vile, making him fall off the carriage.

One might think falling from a carriage could be fatal, but since the carriage had slowed down considerably, a fall would probably only result in scrapes.

Moreover, white carriages had somehow drawn close on both sides of our carriage, and several had already overtaken us.

So soon, our carriage would likely be surrounded by white carriages and forced to stop.

So after somehow pushing away another paladin who had jumped in, I lowered my head and spoke to Asha.

"Asha! Can't you open space-time like before?"

If we could escape through opened space-time and close it again, we could immediately break out of this situation.

"Ugh, that's difficult! I could open it freely before because of the special nature of the Bercio ruins... I can't open a space large enough for us to enter...!"

Unfortunately, that idea was immediately rejected.

"Then there's no choice. Just keep maintaining the barrier!"

"I'm sorry... If it were my future self, it would have been possible..."

Well, I think Asha's future self would have been more than capable.

She could use magic without even chanting spells, so opening space-time would probably have been easy for her.

But she's a bit scary to think about.

The look in her eyes when she gazed at me was like that of a predator intent only on devouring me, which is frightening.

Still, having seen such a hopeful future where our journey could lead to that outcome, she was a kind of milestone for us.

And finally, with a neigh, Chun-sik and Chun-bae stopped their gallop.

"Hah..."

We were surrounded on all sides by carriages that were completely white.

Priests and paladins poured out from more than ten carriages, blocking any gaps to prevent our escape.

Then, a middle-aged paladin who appeared to be the commander stepped forward and declared:

"If you commit suicide now, we won't display your heads, foolish criminals."

"..."

"Hand over the Ashen one and commit suicide. That is the last mercy we bestow."

He uttered those words as if they were mercy, walking proudly to stand before me.

Though I'm not particularly small in stature, this paladin, nearly 2 meters tall, looked down at me with cold, indifferent eyes.

He appeared quite defenseless.

Perhaps it was confidence that he wouldn't die at the hands of someone like me, even approaching like this.

In reality, with that many priests standing by behind him, even if he were stabbed several times with a sword, he would be healed immediately.

So I looked up at him, and the paladin simply looked down at me, as if urging me to make a choice.

So I spoke.

"Even if we do that, you plan to take her away and execute her, right?"

"Of course, criminal. The Ashen one is evil."

The Ashen is evil.

That's a fact of the world that has remained unchanged for a long time.

"Can you define someone as evil when they haven't done anything wrong yet?"

"Being born Ashen is the wrong, and living with something no different from a demon inside makes one evil."

Regardless of race, being Ashen itself is wrong.

Unable to control emotions, they inevitably cause major incidents.

"She hasn't done anything wrong. She was just living normally, following the law."

"Even if that's the case now, she's a time bomb that could go off at any moment. Can you truly claim there was never a dangerous moment?"

Of course, there were countless times.

Starting from small and minor dangers, she too has a past where she couldn't suppress her emotions and shed ash powder.

"We started this journey to cure that."

"That's impossible. If it were possible, things wouldn't have come to this. The past proves the evil nature of the Ashen."

It's distrust and contempt for the Ashen that has continued since ancient times.

It has clearly accumulated countless times. It has already overflowed beyond accumulation.

Despite the continuous presence of researchers studying the Ashen, no one has properly cured them.

"We can do it. We saw a future where she lives normally in the Bercio ruins."

"All we can do is kill the Ashen to purify them and make the world a little better. Foolish criminal trapped in the illusion of the future, no further dialogue is necessary. Commit suicide. And hand over the Ashen."

I understand.

I understand the paladin's position and beliefs.

Gaining trust with just a few words, changing someone's beliefs and thoughts, is this difficult.

The people who believed in me and helped Asha based solely on the words I've spoken so far were actually the stranger ones.

However, I will truly accomplish it.

I believe I can definitely gift her a normal life.

Because I've promised that since childhood, I will somehow keep that promise.

With that thought, I immediately swung my sword.

"I refuse."

"Then you will be executed."

Brilliant light began to flow from the paladin who instantly drew his sword and deflected mine.

"Asha!!"

"Yes."

So we too will break through the situation as we discussed beforehand.

"Paladins! Begin the execution!!"

"Start now, Asha!"

At my call, she took out a brilliantly shining orb from her bosom.

It's what's known as the essence of dreams.

A crystal made from the dreams of Tevris residents, extracted by dark magicians over a long period.

So.

"I'm sorry. I'll borrow your dreams."

With that murmur, mana remnants larger than Asha's ash powder enveloped our surroundings.

And I immediately blocked the sword of the paladin commander who was rushing towards Asha.

There was a clang sound.

While deflecting his large and heavy sword, I glanced at the magic gradually activating from Asha.

The purple light is like twilight.

A subtle fragrance slowly wafts in.

From all directions, massive and beautiful waves pour down.
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A massive wave crashed in from all directions.

It was the black magic that Asha had explained beforehand.

She had mentioned it was magic that made people fall into their innermost desires and fantasies, saying she would use it if they ever found themselves surrounded with no escape.

And now was exactly that situation.

"Priests, deploy the barrier!!"

The Paladin Commander shouted while easily deflecting my sword, and the priests immediately began chanting their spells.

However.

"Too late."

Just as Asha murmured while tightly clutching her orb, the waves crashed down faster than the barriers could be deployed.

The waves made of mana roared like real ocean waves, engulfing the priests and paladins.

They were swept away in the purple current.

They struggled as if suffocating.

They covered their noses and mouths, trying desperately to escape, but since it wasn't actually water but mana, there was no escape.

Eventually, the strange fragrance seeped through their blocked noses, and remnants of mana flowed past their hands and into their mouths.

One by one, the weaker ones collapsed with a thud, falling asleep with upturned lips.

Thud- Plop-

Clang-

The sound of scriptures and swords hitting the ground echoed, and the surroundings that had been filled with shouts and screams were instantly transformed into silence.

Of course.

"Ha, to dare harm paladins and priests. These are certainly serious criminals who cannot be forgiven."

Unfortunately, quite a few had withstood Asha's magic and remained standing.

Right in front of me, the Paladin Commander and several paladins were still emitting brilliant light, and the priests who had quickly chanted barrier spells were still glaring at us.

So Asha, still clutching her orb, looked at them and spoke.

"I didn't kill anyone. They're just sleeping."

"Shut up, Ashen one. I don't believe the words of a criminal."

But those consumed by the madness of punishing evil wouldn't believe her.

"...They'll all wake up eventually. Innocent people... shouldn't be harmed."

"I don't believe you. We believe only in the protection of Brahma, and we exist only to punish evil and make the world a better place."

After saying those words, she leaned against the carriage, exhaling and inhaling deeply.

Unlike usual, she seemed quite exhausted from casting just one spell.

Perhaps she was struggling to function properly due to being surrounded by holy energy.

I glanced at Asha and inevitably approached her, whispering softly.

"Asha, are you okay?"

"I'm... fine... ugh. Actually... not really. Huff... I'm having trouble breathing, Ain."

Even while answering, Asha continued to take deep breaths, her face turning pale, making it seem like maintaining the spell alone was overwhelming.

In other words, holy energy and ash-colored magic have worse compatibility than expected.

Until now, Asha had been unbelievably strong and capable, so I had relied on her completely, but this time it seemed impossible to expect any more help from her.

"You don't need to do anything. Just rest against the carriage, Asha."

"B-but..."

So I gripped my sword more firmly.

"I'll handle it."

"..."

"I can do it. Trust me, Asha."

I had been prepared for this all along.

I can do this because I've been training with the sword every single day without fail.

'Ain, I don't know what you're thinking, but I won't tolerate my disciple getting his ass kicked somewhere.'

'I'm teaching you this so you don't get beaten up out there, so learn it well and use it, Ain. Whatever you're planning to do, if you're going to do it, be prepared to die and make sure you win.'

I can do this because Bex from the swordsmanship hall and Sir Joseph from Krepen had advised me many times.

And.

Asha stared at me intently before finally smiling and answering.

"Of course I believe in you."

"Good, then rest—urk...?"

She suddenly reached out, grabbed my collar, pulled my face close, and lightly kissed my cheek.

"I've... never doubted you for a moment since I was young, Ain."

"...Asha?"

The corners of her eyes curved slightly, and she smiled like a fox. Her trembling lips, probably due to exhaustion, looked somewhat pitiful.

"Then I'll leave it to you. I'll just rest a little..."

Though that strange moment ended when she, who had been barely standing while leaning against the carriage, collapsed to the ground with a thud.

Anyway.

I nodded and turned back to face the paladin.

Horn had been swinging his axe to keep the paladins at bay during my brief conversation with Asha, but now it was time for me to properly take on my role again.

"Horn, can you handle the other paladins?"

"You're planning to take on that commander? I don't think you can do it alone."

"We won't know until I try."

"No... I think we know without trying, don't we?"

Honestly, Horn was right—it was obvious.

The light emanating from him was different from the surrounding paladins, and I felt like I might die the moment our swords clashed.

Despite hating and despising Asha, they hadn't underestimated her, sending someone unnecessarily strong in the subjugation party.

Still, I can do this.

I must be able to do this.

"I can do it."

"Haah... fine. I'll hold off the others, so do whatever you need to do."

After nodding to Horn, I called out to my companions near the carriage at the back.

"Eileen and Yakitori, is your barrier magic still sufficient?"

"Ah, yes...! It's still enough..."

"We're still okay!"

"Then please continue blocking the priests' attacks."

Since we've already used several spells, we need to end this battle before the memorized magic in the two staves is completely depleted.

"Th-then what should I do...?"

"Avery, throw some explosive reagents to keep them from approaching, and be ready to start the carriage as soon as there's an opening."

"Understood."

After assigning roles to each of my companions, I stepped toward the paladin who had been coldly staring at us.

"Are you done with your useless talk, criminal? Then now face your death as a criminal."

"..."

He lifted his massive, heavy greatsword with ease and took a step forward.

"Brahma Papal State's Guiding Paladin, Criseo Mateus. I shall now execute the criminals."

A paladin of the Papal State.

These damn bastards, they weren't just ordinary paladin commanders.

The paladins of the Papal State are monsters who barely die unless their necks or hearts are pierced.

They're the highest-ranking combat forces, typically assigned to protect the Pope or venture into demon territories to aid the Hero's journey.

I wonder what they reported about Asha from the Bercio ruins that made such a paladin participate in the Ashen Witch's subjugation party.

If there's any consolation, it's that such a person won't die even if I try to kill him without hesitation.

With that thought, I immediately kicked off the ground and charged toward the paladin.

Stomping on the dirt ground with a thud-thud sound, I advanced until I reached right in front of the paladin.

The massive greatsword he was holding flew at me with the speed of a thin, ordinary sword.

A body enhanced by holy power can freely wield a greatsword that I couldn't properly swing—that's what makes it possible.

So I need to dodge and deflect his attacks.

'Don't clash head-on with a strong swordsman and waste your strength.'

I ducked my head to avoid the horizontal slash of the greatsword, then tried to thrust my sword toward his exposed side.

However.

"Die, criminal."

The irrationality of mana and holy power is fully felt at times like this.

The sword that was moving horizontally stopped in an inhuman way and immediately descended vertically toward my head.

While it might be an ordinary strike for him, each one makes me face death.

Because of this, I hurriedly raised my sword diagonally to block the greatsword.

The friction between the swords made a grinding sound, and I was forced to one knee by the unexpectedly heavy sword.

And again.

The sword that was descending vertically changed direction again, swinging horizontally while still pressed against my sword, sending me flying with great force.

"Son of a...!"

I crashed into a perfectly intact tree with a loud bang, and it was the first time I'd seen a tree explode from the impact of a human collision.

The only fortunate thing was that the mana-infused armor reduced the impact on me.

So I immediately got up and charged at the paladin again.

If I don't engage him, the paladin will surely go after Asha.

Indeed, throughout our confrontation, his gaze had been constantly fixed on Asha.

He looked at her with eyes full of contempt and hatred, only briefly glancing at me when bizarrely changing the direction of his sword.

"Will you continue?"

"If I don't continue, I'll die, so of course I—ugh!"

I need to deflect the sword, not block it.

Otherwise, even if my sword doesn't break, my body will shatter.

Clang-clang-clang-

However, that process only works properly when facing normally strong opponents.

"How pathetic."

"Urgh...!"

This doesn't apply when facing a paladin who casually performs bizarre attacks that I couldn't even attempt to replicate.

So even without focusing on me, this much difference exists.

To be honest, doubts about whether I could really do this had already begun to bloom in my mind.

I shouldn't clash head-on but deflect, yet I simply couldn't deflect properly.

I should dodge, but the greatsword bizarrely changes direction to strike me.

I should look for openings, but instead, I'm the one full of openings.

I'm wielding a mana-infused sword, but my body is just an ordinary physique not enhanced by mana.

The mana in the sword alone isn't enough to push back the paladin's sword.

That's the limit of being human.

If he had been an ordinary paladin, it would have been different. If the opponent had been just a paladin commander, not a paladin, it might have been manageable.

Having reached my limit, I was already starting to think of such idle thoughts and excuses.

With one trembling knee on the ground, I looked around.

Horn was roaring loudly while parrying the swords of the paladins.

Eileen and the children were screaming but still surrounding Asha, continuing to maintain the barrier magic.

Avery was focused on defense, setting fires and throwing explosive reagents to prevent the paladins from approaching from behind.

And.

Asha was looking only at me.

"You will all die, criminal."

"..."

In other words.

It's meaningless to wonder when it started, because she was staring intently only at me.

"Give up. You cannot survive."

"..."

I saw her trembling hand reach up to her ear, and a voice flowed into my mind.

'Ain.'

At those words that followed.

'I like you.'

I could only stare back at her with wide eyes.

'I like you.'

Ah.

'I've been in love with only you.'

Really.

'Since childhood, I've been admiring, yearning, loving, and adoring only you.'

Asha's face, whispering such things, had already turned red, and now she could barely meet my eyes.

'So don't die, Ain. Protect me like you did when we were young. Keep protecting me always, Ain.'

Asha.

'Ain, I love you. I love only you. I'll love you forever.'

I'm sorry, but I'm not some damn protagonist who can awaken just because of a sudden confession from a childhood friend.

I don't understand what expectations you have for an extra who wasn't born with any talent and has to struggle pathetically.

However.

Despite this, I charge forward again, gritting my teeth so hard they might crack.

My sword still glows blue.

Even though the mana in my boots is circulating frantically, making cracking sounds in my legs, I thrust my sword toward the paladin with all my might.

"What... ugh!"

With a loud crash that seemed excessive for the collision of swords, the paladin stepped back one pace.

The veins on my forehead were bursting, and my joints were creaking, gradually filling with pain.

As the dust raised by the brief intense collision settled, the paladin reappeared, disappointingly without even a scratch.

"Huff... fighting like that will only lead to self-destruction."

"...I won't die."

If I had thought it would end like this, I wouldn't have started in the first place.

The fear that had briefly consumed me earlier had now disappeared.

Compared to the ancient mage who could instantly shatter limbs, these were nothing to be afraid of.

With that thought, I readjusted my grip on the sword and took a deep breath.

From the sword.

From the armor and boots.

And even from the gauntlets, blue mana rose.

'The good thing about mana-infused equipment is that you can freely use that mana for the item's purpose, right?'

'It's an amazing item in that you can focus solely on defense if you want defense, and focus on attack if you want to attack. That's why even those who already possess mana covet them.'

I don't inadequately divide between defense and attack.

'Still, be careful, Ain. Always remember that your body isn't enhanced.'

'But as someone who wields a sword, there are times when you need to swing it even when your muscles feel like they're about to burst. In those moments, trust only your choices and decisions.'

Because otherwise, we won't be able to escape from here.

As always, I make my choice.
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To be honest, I never intended to reveal my innermost feelings.

I had hoped to shyly display my affection and whisper sweet, tender words to him in a beautiful landscape somewhere peaceful, while breathing in a subtle fragrance.

It was just that Ain knelt down with such despair on his face.

It was just that his back looked so pitiful and bitter to me.

I hated seeing him like that so much that I simply wanted to encourage him.

Even if I couldn't help, I wanted to say something that would give him strength.

But.

Just like when we were young, my heart pounds loudly when I see him turning his back to protect me.

I couldn't tell whether my increasingly rapid breathing was due to the repulsive force of divine power or because I was dazed by the sight of him.

Ain.

Lovely Ain.

My dearest.

This too is your fault.

"Ain, I love you. I love only you. I will love you forever."

The reason I finally couldn't hold back and blurted out my feelings is because you are so lovable.

So.

Don't die, Ain.

Always, from now on, continuously.

Stay with me.

Because I don't have the confidence to live in a world without you.

********

Pure white armor.

The armor covering the paladin's massive body, nearly 2 meters tall, is intimidating just to look at.

However, there's no time to cower under such intimidation.

My body is trembling. My muscles and joints can't keep up with the mana-enhanced combat, and they're rapidly breaking down.

So I immediately plant my foot toward the paladin.

"Hup!"

"Kuk...!"

The mana instantly drains from my armor and boots.

It puts tremendous strain on my body, but I need to steal back the flow and tempo of the battle that had completely shifted to the paladin's favor.

'When facing an armored opponent, aim for the gaps in the armor.'

Approaching close range where the paladin can't properly swing his greatsword, I immediately pull out a dagger from my chest and drive it into the gap at the right shoulder joint of his armor.

Of course, a dagger without mana can't properly penetrate his enhanced body, so only the tip barely touches like a needle before the small blade shatters.

"Such cheap tricks..., kek!"

So I use the paladin's knee as a springboard to launch myself upward, spinning in a crescent motion to strike his chin with the front heel of my boot.

Thanks to his arrogance in thinking he wouldn't take a hit from me, he wasn't wearing a helmet.

"..., hoo."

And at least this attack was effective.

The direct hit from a mana-infused object had an effect, twisting his chin in a grotesquely distorted way.

However, in another sense, it was meaningless.

After all, the reason paladins and holy knights of the Papal State are highly regarded isn't because of their overwhelming skill.

Everyone would acknowledge that the paladins and holy knights of the Papal State lag behind the swordmasters and knights of the Empire or Kingdom who wield mana.

The difference in purpose and efficiency between mana and divine power creates this gap.

Nevertheless, the reason they're considered equal to knights is because of the priests standing behind the paladins.

Which means.

Unfortunately, while I was catching my breath, the priest's healing spell was already restoring his jaw to its original state.

"..."

"..."

It was regenerating at an overwhelmingly effective rate compared to healing done through magic.

Still, finally the paladin's eyes began to focus on me instead of Asha.

The paladin who had been ignoring me all along finally acknowledged me as an enemy and readjusted his grip on his greatsword.

So.

Once again, brilliant light flows from his body, and I charge forward, burning blue mana that isn't my own.

The greatsword flies toward me at high speed, cautious of my approach.

Unlike before, it's heavy and threatening, impossible to simply deflect.

I grip the blade of my sword with my gauntlet and, as it meets the greatsword, rotate my sword in a circular motion.

Swish-

Unlike before, there's no harsh sound.

Gripping the blade and rotating it along the surface of the greatsword to deflect the impact, I instinctively crouch low to avoid the redirected greatsword as it swings back.

Of course, even so, the greatsword bends bizarrely several times, aiming for my life.

So I repeat this process as much as possible, deflecting the sword and taking one step closer, then deflecting again and taking another step closer.

Some attacks I deflect properly, but others I fail to deflect completely, sending harsh impacts through my body with a grinding sound.

It's hard to breathe, as if my ribs are broken.

My wrists touching the gauntlets and my ankles at the tips of my boots are already twisted strangely, leaving me with nothing but pain.

Even so, I can't stop.

Unlike the paladin who now focuses only on me, my gaze keeps turning to the woman behind me.

The beautiful woman who still looks only at me has eyes that glow with an ashen brilliance.

Her face is still flushed red, and her hands are now neatly folded together, fidgeting constantly.

"..."

Honestly, I don't know.

When did it start?

I'm sorry for being so oblivious, but I had only thought of her affection for me as fondness, not love.

And unfortunately, now is not the time to ponder this.

Crack-

"Keuup...!"

The greatsword that flew at me while I was momentarily distracted by her pressed down on me heavily, causing blood to gush from my mouth.

Since I was using all my mana for attacks, the impact wasn't properly absorbed.

"Kuluk..., hueu...."

Because of this, my knees trembled and my body staggered, but the paladin's attacks continued relentlessly.

I need to focus again.

With that thought, I spat out a mouthful of blood, then gripped my blade and deflected the greatsword coming from above by drawing a circle at the moment of contact, just as before.

I immediately dove into the paladin's range and extended the pommel of my sword toward his neck.

Of course.

"..., I won't fall for the same trick twice."

The paladin wasn't a fool, so he caught the pommel aimed at his neck with his free hand.

Then he gripped it firmly to prevent me from withdrawing my sword.

As the weaker one, I must make quick decisions even in moments like this.

"..."

The paladin has the advantage in basic physical abilities, and only he possesses his own mana or divine power.

So I immediately let go of the sword and lowered my body.

While I absolutely need a mana-infused sword to resolve this situation, I can never win against him in a simple contest of strength.

I released the sword momentarily, and in the brief moment when the paladin's posture faltered, I bent my knees and moved under him.

What I saw was a gap in the armor, the joint of his left knee.

'Look at the armor I'm wearing, Ain. You don't want movement to be restricted like this, so there are small gaps at the joints. So if you have to fight, aim for these areas. Of course, you don't necessarily need a sword.'

And when necessary situations like this arise, advice that I've repeated to myself countless times comes to mind.

I pulled out the scabbard from my waist and thrust it hard into that spot.

In other words.

"Keuik...! What is this...?"

Since the scabbard of a mana-infused sword also contains mana, it won't break easily like a dagger and will continue to hinder his movement until the mana runs out, stuck in the gap of his armor.

After making that judgment, I clenched my gauntlet and struck the gap between his upper and lower armor with my fist.

Kwang-

"Keup..., kuluk...!"

Red blood bursts from the paladin's mouth. Of course, blood flows from me as well after delivering the strike.

Ironically, with each successful hit, my body gets more severely damaged.

The bones in my fist inside the gauntlet must be completely broken, as blood seeps through the gauntlet.

However, I have no time to worry about that and quickly scan for another shallow gap in his armor.

I stomp hard on the knee opposite to where I thrust the scabbard, bending it with a cracking sound.

Somehow avoiding the paladin's fist that swung at me after he dropped my sword, I strike hard at the gap near his pelvis.

"Kraaak...!!"

Finally, a human-like scream erupts from his mouth.

That indifferent and arrogant face is at last contorted with pain.

So.

As the priests standing behind begin to hurriedly chant healing spells in panic, I touch my earring.

'Asha.'

'..., Yes.'

'Just once, stop the priests from activating their healing spells. Please.'

'Yes, Ain.'

I trust her.

Asha will properly fulfill my request. So I stick close to the paladin again and continue the close combat.

I'm short of breath. The breath rising to my throat mixes with blood and is exhaled with a metallic scent.

My body is trembling so much that my joints no longer obey me, as if someone had stabbed a sword into my body too.

My mouth is filled with a metallic taste, and when I spit it out, even the ground is stained bright red.

Nevertheless, I strike with my fist again and deflect incoming attacks.

'Even the strongest person starts to panic when their emotions are stirred, and gaps they wouldn't normally show begin to appear. Especially when they're being beaten by someone weaker than themselves.'

There's a cracking sound.

It's the sound of the paladin's armor finally starting to dent after repeated strikes.

The pure white armor is now covered with blood and dirt, stained darker and dirtier than ash.

'If you find a gap, exploit it relentlessly. Keep hitting, stabbing, and attacking the same spot, Ain. And if you do that, an even bigger gap will surely appear.'

Of course, I no longer have the luxury to properly deflect or avoid his incoming fists, so my body is also in tatters everywhere.

"Keup, why...!"

"..."

My shoulders and elbows have been broken for a while, so I'm not even sure if I'm properly swinging my fists anymore.

"Why, with such talent..., do you stand beside evil?!"

Just.

Not even knowing if I was doing it right, I kept pounding on the areas I had already broken.

But I had to say something.

"Bastards like you are the ones with talent, and bastards like you who call innocent people evil are the real evil, you damn bastards!!"

I shouted in anger and twisted my body with all my might.

The knee joint I had stomped and broken when he was off guard, the gap in his armor that had been dented from my repeated punches.

These had created a major vulnerability for the paladin. His chin was completely exposed since I had focused all my attacks on his lower body.

So I picked up the sword he had dropped, fixed it in the ground between the paladin's legs.

Using all the remaining mana in my gauntlet, I struck the paladin's exposed chin with a loud bang.

With the mana-infused blow breaking his jaw again, the staggering paladin tripped over my sword and fell backward.

"Hup!"

I immediately stomped hard on his hand to make him drop the greatsword, then kicked it away where he couldn't reach it.

The greatsword flew far away and embedded deeply into a tree.

To prevent the paladin from getting up as he groaned and tried to rise from his prone position, I pulled the sword from the ground and thrust it into a gap in his armor.

So.

"Keuaaak...!!"

With a squelching sound, the sword smoothly entered, pinning the paladin to the ground.

The sword still has mana left.

Blue mana flows along the blade, preventing the paladin from moving.

"..."

I've lost too much blood, and my vision is blurry.

I kneel on one knee on the paladin's dirty armor and catch my breath.

The entire area where he and I fought is covered in blood, and the pungent metallic smell keeps stinging my nose.

And.

A moment of silence falls over the battlefield that had been filled with chaotic and loud noises.

The priests who couldn't properly chant healing spells due to Asha's interference.

The holy knights who were about to defeat Horn.

Others who were starting to recover from the illusion Asha had created.

They all fell silent at the sight of a paladin sprawled beneath the feet of a criminal.

That was certainly.

Enough to cool the heat of what had been an intense battlefield.

Dawn breaks over the ridge.

The stormy night is slowly coming to an end.
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Under the gradually brightening sky, all that remained in the forest were traces of the fierce battle.

Trees and soil stained red with blood splattered in all directions, and the paladins and priests still standing upon them.

"..."

"Urgh..."

And there was the paladin, still unable to rise with my sword embedded in him, and me.

The holy spells that had been flying, the defensive barriers being deployed, and Asha's magic had all ceased. The paladins stood frozen, seemingly unable to believe what had happened.

I had won.

In the end, I was victorious.

No matter how desperate and miserable it had been, I was the one who hadn't fallen in the battle against the paladin.

"H-how could this..."

"This is impossible..."

Such murmurs reached my ears faintly.

In truth, I couldn't tell if they were small murmurs or loud shouts.

My hearing seemed damaged as all sounds buzzed and echoed distantly.

My vision was also quite blurry, making it impossible to recognize who was who. Several white figures were merely wavering before me.

The ground around me glistened red, and the sky was beginning to shine with a hint of blue.

My body was beyond creaking—I could barely feel any sensation at all.

Through my blurry vision, I could only see red blood continuously dripping down.

In other words, while the paladin was clearly the one who had fallen and couldn't get up, my condition was far more serious.

Unlike him, who simply had both knee joints shattered to prevent movement and a sword stuck in his shoulder, my appearance was that of a corpse barely clinging to life.

However.

Even in this state, my body reacted when I heard someone rushing forward with hurried footsteps.

One of the white figures that had been standing still was now wavering and charging.

Emitting a light that was clearly inferior to the paladin's, but moving with vigorous strides unlike my battered body.

They were rushing toward where Asha would be, charging with a pure white sword intent on killing the Ash-colored one.

So I reflexively raised my kneeling body and scattered my remaining mana.

Though my body staggered and creaked, the mana in my boots forcibly helped me move.

Somehow, I approached behind the white figure and struck its back hard with my gauntlet.

Crack!

"Urgh...! H-how can you move in that condition...!"

Unlike the paladin's armor that had remained intact after being struck repeatedly, I could feel this knight's armor cave in and crumple with just one punch.

I kicked the fallen knight far away.

Or did I?

I wasn't sure.

I didn't even know if I had enough strength left for that.

I just.

I simply returned to the still-fallen paladin, scanning with blurry eyes to see if any other knights were approaching Asha.

The silence kept stretching on.

They all seemed to be watching each other cautiously, as if they hadn't expected the situation to turn out like this.

Meanwhile, I stood dazed, gripping my sword that was still embedded in the paladin to keep my staggering body from collapsing.

Blood dripped steadily.

I couldn't keep my mouth closed, and viscous blood mixed with saliva continuously poured through my parted lips.

Blood also seeped darkly through the gaps of the gauntlet covering my completely ruined hand.

Blood kept flowing down the blade, gradually staining the paladin's armor redder.

Then a deep voice was heard.

"...why."

"..."

That voice resonated quite calmly, sounding remarkably clear despite the buzzing in my ears.

"Cough... why do you resist so desperately?"

"..."

I couldn't see his expression.

My vision was too blurry to make out what kind of face he was making.

However, even without seeing it, I could feel the paladin's emotions clearly.

"Even if you resist like this now, cough... you'll be hunted by the Papal State until both the Ash-colored one and all of you die. Why... go this far...?"

"..."

Why, indeed.

His words were filled with emotion from the paladin I had thought incapable of human feeling, as if he couldn't understand my actions at all.

"The Ash-colored is evil. Cough... The Ash-colored is disaster. Hundreds and thousands of years of history say so, so why on earth...!"

So.

"...just."

I forced out words through my dazed mind.

"What do you..."

"We just wanted to live normally, just..."

In truth, I told him that we never wanted to live like this, that we just wanted to be normal.

"We just... wanted to live ordinary lives."

"..."

We only wished to live ordinary lives, but in the end, this journey was forced upon us.

"Like how other people live... Just living normally, laughing normally, being happy normally. That's all we wanted."

"..."

Seriously, what idiot would want to be hunted by the Papal State and have their life threatened?

Normalcy.

While it might have been simple and natural for others, nothing was more difficult for that young girl.

"But... bastards like you can't tolerate... huff... people living normally even when they've done nothing wrong, you goddamn fanatic."

"..."

So I.

Without knowing why I had made this decision after seeing that pitiful figure abandoned and dying in the alley, after contemplating dozens, hundreds of times.

"We've done nothing wrong... We just want to cure the Ash-colored... We just want to live normal lives... I've been saying this all along."

"..."

Without even knowing how Asha had struggled through pain and endured, trying to live a normal life.

"...what wrong have we done? Tell me, you damn bastard. What great sin have we committed?"

"..."

Why is it only after things have come to this point that you open your ears that have been closed all this time to listen to what I'm saying?

Once I started speaking, the words continued without stopping.

Things I had been holding in burst forth like a broken dam, falling drop by drop mixed with what might have been blood or tears.

"I just wanted to live normally... Just... all I wanted was for everyone to be happy..."

"..."

Asha, and me.

Uncle Rendo, Idrin and Innkeeper Yansen.

Even my parents.

We all just wanted to live normally, laughing together.

When she would peek her head out from the alley waiting for me, or when she worked hard helping at the grocery store after moving in.

I just wanted to help her because she tried so hard to live kindly with that bright smile.

"You bastards who claim to benefit the world... huff. Why do you do this to people who just want to live normally, you psychopaths..."

"..."

She lived enduring more than those who lived ordinary lives.

Knowing that crossing the line even slightly would make everything dangerous, she always lived cautiously, being careful again and again.

"Cough... what justice are you madmen who slaughter and behead even children just for being Ash-colored talking about? If you were going to kill just for being Ash-colored, you should have killed those worm-like parents who gave birth to the Ash-colored and ran away too."

"..."

So actually, those who declare themselves righteous while freely crossing lines are the worse bastards.

"Cough... are you truly good...? No. You who try to slaughter people just for being Ash-colored are the evil ones."

"..."

"Rather, you who act like demons despite not being born with demons inside you are more evil, you sons of bitches..."

"..."

The ones who are wrong are those bastards who act like this while holding firm beliefs that they are righteous.

After pouring out those words, I pulled my sword from his shoulder.

Blue mana flickered.

By now, the mana stored in the sword was almost depleted, not enough to hold down the paladin.

So I wiggled my finger in Avery's direction.

It wasn't good to continue the battle.

The knights and paladins fighting with priests on their backs were practically invincible until their vast holy power ran out, so the longer the battle went on, the more advantageous they became.

At my gesture, my companions seemed to hurriedly board the carriage, their figures wavering in my vision.

Of course, this caused the knights who had been standing still to take up their swords, preparing to charge at our carriage.

"...name."

"..."

The paladin, who had risen by now, handed me back the scabbard that had been stuck in the gap of his knee armor and spoke to me.

He seemed to stop the charging knights with a gesture and looked at me.

"I am Criseo Mateus, Guiding Paladin of the Brahma Papal State. What is your name?"

"Huff... why would I tell my name to someone who already treats me like a wanted criminal?"

It's fortunate that I'm only wanted based on description now, but once my name is revealed, I won't even be able to secretly enter cities pretending to be someone else.

However, despite my refusal, the paladin looked at me steadily and spoke.

"I will keep it to myself, nameless swordsman."

"..."

"I swear on my life dedicated to the Papal State and my faith as a paladin."

Then he loosened his gauntlet and engraved a light pattern on the emblem of the order marked on the back of his hand.

A holy oath.

I had heard that it was a kind of constraint used by the followers of the Brahma Papal State when making vows, and that one would die instantly just by thinking of breaking the oath.

I watched the scene quietly and then whispered softly so that only the paladin could hear.

"...Ain. Intermediate adventurer Ain."

"I see. Swordsman Ain, I will remember."

Of course, the paladin saying he would remember didn't sound good to me.

With that thought, I gripped my sword tightly as I looked at him, and he spoke to me one last time.

"I will let you go since I was defeated. But I warn you. The next pursuit team will be composed of even more powerful individuals."

"..."

"Having failed the mission despite including one paladin, at least three or more paladins will be in the pursuit team following you."

"Right."

At least three paladins.

It seems we need to run as far as possible.

It would be best to flee blindly to a place beyond the reach of the Papal State's personnel and then make our next plan.

I nodded to the paladin standing impassively and headed toward the carriage.

My body kept staggering.

I was truly at my limit now.

And.

"Ain."

"Ah... yes. Let's go quickly."

"Yes."

There was only a beautiful woman supporting me.
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The carriage rattles constantly on the poorly paved road.

The sun that was shining over the ridge has risen higher and now illuminates from the center of the sky.

Bare, leafless trees pass by on both sides, and the fishy smell that had filled the surroundings has gradually disappeared.

And amid all this, there are gazes fixed on me.

Someone glances furtively, someone stares openly, and someone else pokes me repeatedly as if checking whether I'm actually alive.

"...Eileen, do you want to die?"

"No?"

Of course, the one poking me with a long jeweled staff is Eileen.

The one sneaking glances is old man Horn, and the ones staring blankly are the twins.

So this is...

The attention I'm receiving for lying inside the carriage like an invalid instead of sitting in the driver's seat.

Normally, I should be sitting in the driver's seat as usual, facing the winter wind and driving the carriage.

But I was still groaning in pain even after receiving healing magic from Asha and the healing magic stored in the staff.

So Avery has been driving the carriage since our escape until now.

"That, that bastard... He drives well despite pretending he couldn't all this time... ah."

For the record, Avery drives the carriage quite skillfully.

The small window connecting to the driver's seat is closed, so I can't hear clearly, but he keeps muttering something while chuckling to himself.

- Chun-sik... Chun-bae... Ain is sick... Poor...

Curious about his muttering, I listen carefully, and it seems like that bastard is probably talking shit about me.

Anyway, that's how it was.

At least for now, we've managed to shake off the pursuit team and escape somehow.

In reality, it would be more accurate to say the paladin showed mercy and allowed us to escape on a whim, but they didn't chase after us as we got farther away and instead returned along the path they had come.

Criseo Mateus, the Ninth Paladin of the Papal State.

Now that we've escaped the crisis and have the leisure to reorganize our thoughts, his words come back to me vividly.

'What is your name?'

It was quite strange for him to ask the name of someone he had just fought.

'I swear on my life dedicated to the Papal State and my faith as a paladin.'

Making a holy oath just for my name was bizarre.

'I'll let you go since I've been defeated. But I warn you. The next pursuit team will be composed of even more powerful individuals.'

He spoke as if giving a warning, but it was hard to tell whether it was a warning or advice.

'A pursuit team including at least three paladins will be after you.'

It sounded like intimidation, but I couldn't understand why he would give us such information in advance.

Moreover, the paladin added one small comment afterward.

'..., You should flee as far as possible. If you truly want to survive..., flee far away to where the holy relics of the Papal State have difficulty tracking the ashen traces.'

And that was clearly not a warning, intimidation, or threat, but words meant for us.

He had willingly provided information about how they knew our location and how they were so confident in attacking us directly.

Those things...

Some of the paladin's words, which he had quietly recited so others couldn't hear, contrasted with his fanatical appearance when he had declared he would execute us without hesitation.

I suppose even religious fanatics deeply brainwashed by religion are still human after all.

So, thinking about that, I absentmindedly muttered the words that came to mind.

"The next pursuit team..."

"Nyeh...? Suddenly, nom... What does that... nom nom... mean?"

The one who immediately responded to my muttering was Eileen, who was chomping on rations as if she was still hungry.

"Finish eating before you talk, please finish eating first. Even a cow wouldn't eat fodder like that, what on earth are you..."

"No! What are you... nyom nyom... saying... um. Like that...!"

She looks quite slim on the outside, but judging by how much she eats, she's no different from a cow busily munching on fodder after hard labor.

Like wild animals preparing for hibernation, she's constantly chewing on food whenever she gets the chance.

As I look at Eileen with disbelief, a voice comes from another direction.

"Young lad, so what's this about the next pursuit team?"

"Ah, the paladin told me. Since he failed his mission, the next pursuit team will be composed of more powerful individuals."

"What."

"He said it will include at least three paladins, so we should be prepared."

"No, what the..."

"He said they have holy relics that can track ashen traces, so if we want to survive, we should flee as far as possible."

"..."

I readily told Horn what the paladin had said in response to his question.

He sat down with a thud, looking shocked by my words, and the twins who had been listening quietly opened their mouths wide and let out something like a wail.

Eileen's eyes grew round, and the speed at which she chewed her rations increased considerably.

Looking at my companions one by one, I finally exhaled and shared the plan I had been organizing in my head for quite some time, despite my still aching body.

"So I've modified our next plan a bit. We'll bypass all cities we encounter and head straight to the Grave."

I changed our destination to a place I had no intention of going to originally.

"So we're just going to die like this?"

"Eh, are we just going to die now?!"

"Nom nom... Then before we die, nom... They say even a ghost looks better if it ate well before dying... nyom nyom..."

No.

If I had intended to just die, I wouldn't have resisted the paladin so desperately.

I looked at Horn with incredulous eyes.

This dwarf has lived long enough to surely know what I'm talking about, yet he deliberately pretends not to understand and raises objections.

"I said. You know what the Grave is, Horn."

"Yeah. Aren't you talking about the trash can?"

"Well... it's also called the world's implicit trash can."

To put it simply, that place is known by quite a few names.

The Grave of the Abandoned.

The Implicit Trash Can.

The Valley of the Fallen.

The Sanctuary of the Rejected.

The Den of Criminals.

A village of sorts created by fallen individuals of all races, with various unpleasant names attached, none of which have any positive connotations.

At first, it was just a small tunnel made by people like us who were being chased by someone.

Now it has become quite a large village built by those who, for various reasons, can no longer live normally.

"So why do you want to go there? It doesn't seem like a place where good things will happen."

"Of course it's not a place where good things will happen, but it's not a bad place to avoid the Papal State's pursuit team."

Well.

Being chased by paladins from the Papal State, knights from various countries, or guards means you have some level of power, so it can't be penetrated by ordinary forces.

In other words, the moment they try to raid that place, a real war breaks out.

"..., We'll end up getting stabbed and killed by criminals while trying to avoid the pursuit team."

"It'll be fine. People live there too."

So.

For whatever reason, those who enter that place intend to rot there for the rest of their lives.

The pursuing paladins, holy knights, knights, and guards leave the criminals alone as long as they remain trapped there and never come out again.

It was a kind of mutual non-aggression zone.

"Well, whether we die this way or that way, we have to try something."

"Yes, so our next destination is decided, and everyone should be aware of it."

I said this while looking at my companions, and they all nodded before returning to their tasks.

And.

Only then did I exhale once and touch my earring.

'Asha.'

When I called her name, I saw her shoulders flinch.

In fact, she had been lying with her back turned, pretending to be asleep throughout my entire conversation.

'Stop pretending to be asleep.'

She had been in that state ever since she helped me into the carriage and healed me with magic.

At first, I thought she was tired because of the holy power, but I've known Asha for well over 10 years now.

That means I can somewhat sense the thoughts and intentions behind her words and actions.

'Let's have a talk now.'

Yet it was quite ridiculous that I had failed to notice the most important thing.

I'm sorry.

I died without ever experiencing romance in my previous life, and in this second life, I've had no connection with romance either, remaining a virgin.

It seemed too much to even imagine that such a beautiful woman would like me.

And since I had practically raised her since she was young, it didn't seem right to view such a woman as a romantic interest.

Even though memories of my previous life are neither clear nor important anymore, I still thought about the age difference and such.

So I wanted to make excuses for being so stupid and not noticing all this time.

'Um... so since when...'

So I tried to start a conversation with Asha, who was still lying with her back turned, but as soon as I began my introduction, she startled as if surprised and wriggled her body while touching her earring.

'Ah, Ain...! Later, please... Not now, can we talk when we make camp or something...!'

Asha's ears had already turned red.

Her hand, barely placed on the earring, fidgets as if she doesn't know what to do, and it's still trembling.

"Oh, okay. Um, sure."

"Huh? Why are you suddenly going 'oh, okay, um, sure,' you idiot."

"...Not you, old man."

So all I could do was hope for night to come quickly.

Night finally arrived.

Even though we wanted to continue on, we were all in a state of accumulated fatigue, so we had to make camp somewhat forcibly.

And.

To put it simply, the camp preparations were completed in no time.

"Young lad, light the fire..., oh. Never mind."

"Ain! Just catch one wild animal..., wow! Sister, you're fast!"

Asha, who was trying hard not to look at my face, snapped her fingers and a fire was lit, and suddenly a wild animal floated in the air before dropping beside the bonfire.

"Haha... need some firewood... oh, as expected..."

"Asha, I, ow...! Why are you suddenly hitting me...?"

After that, firewood also floated along and dropped with a thud, and Eileen's cheek made a crisp sound as it was slapped.

As soon as the camp preparations were somewhat complete, the back of my neck was grabbed by an invisible force.

"Urk...? No, why are you doing this to meeeek...!"

"..., I'll be back before the stew gets cold."

I was dragged away like a criminal.

No matter how much I asked her to let go of my neck, Asha's head never turned toward me.

So I had to be dragged obediently until we reached a place where the bonfire's flames couldn't be seen and my companions' voices couldn't reach.

The moon has risen round, filling part of the dark night sky.

Because it's winter, almost no animal sounds can be heard, so only an awkward silence flows.

"..."

"..."

What words should I use to start the conversation?

Looking at her, who still won't look at me and keeps her head bowed, I feel my words getting stuck.

When the scenery is calm and emotions have settled, it takes quite a bit of courage to suddenly bring up an embarrassing topic.

Both Asha and I fidget with our hands, not knowing what to do, and awkwardly turn our heads to look at random things.

"So..."

"I..."

Ah.

My breath catches.

"You, you can talk first..."

"Ain, you speak first..."

Ah.

I feel like I'm going to throw up in this suffocating atmosphere.

We should be able to converse naturally as usual, but each word collides and crumbles.

And in the end, once again, it wasn't me who took courage first.

After taking a deep breath, there was a woman who raised her head and looked at me.

"It's been since the day you first saved me."

Her face is completely red, and as if her emotions can't be controlled, she starts to scatter ash powder little by little.

"I was stupid and dull, so it took me a while to realize it myself, but I can be certain it was from the beginning."

However, that scenery isn't particularly gloomy.

"So... I've liked you all along. I've liked you from the moment you first reached out your hand to me until now."

As if even ash powder can flutter beautifully, it gradually fills the bleak winter background.

"I adore you. I love you."

Snow is falling.

The first snow of the year is about to fall, but it changes color when it meets the ash powder.

"You said I could do as I please, Ain."

Before I know it, she's gently grabbing the hem of my clothes, smiling sweetly with a reddened face.

"I don't want to be separated again."

At that moment.

"I want to stand by your side forever."

Unlike in that alley when she was young, she naturally smiles and honestly reveals her innermost feelings one by one.

"Ain, I can't live without you anymore."

Snowflakes that have started to fall accumulate on her head, and once again mix with the ash powder and rise into the sky.

"I've thought about it every day. That I should have held you back when you were about to leave on your journey. I was stupid and foolish, so it took me a long time to realize."

She tells me how difficult the past three years have been for her, being alone.

"I want Ain to stay by my side. I want to be with you even if the journey gets tough. I don't care anymore how people view the ash color. You're more important than that."

She speaks completely differently from that winter when she was fourteen.

"I'll be helpful to you. I've been trying hard for that."

The expression of the woman saying this is dreamy and distant, and it begins to change somewhat bizarrely, like it did once before.

"I'll be a good girl. I'm trying to become the person you want. I'll work harder so I can help fulfill your dream."

Intense joy flickers, and a strange heat flows down, and suddenly the distance has become quite close.

"I love you, Ain. I love you. Despite who I am, I love you."

Ashen snow accumulates on the forest floor.

The ash that fluttered, depicting her emotions, mixes with the snow and scatters.

And in that scenery, the woman is smiling ecstatically.

Ash-colored.

"I love you."

Beautiful ash-colored snowflakes.

"Ain."

They flutter in the forest for a long time.

Before I know it, Asha's hands are embracing my neck.

They meet.

Soft things meet and mix stickily.

********

A quiet and silent atmosphere.

A scenery that seems to flow calmly but is filled with strange heat and ash powder.

What remains after the storm has passed is another wind that begins with breath.

The once firm letters are mixed, and the ink is smeared.

It is a woman's pure and devoted heart, thoroughly mixed with the possibility she has won.

Pure and innocent, sticky and persistent, gloomy and damp.

Only these things remain, tangled and intertwined.
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The den of criminals.

The world's implicit trash can.

A sanctuary for the rejected.

A grave for the abandoned.

And, the valley of the fallen.

That village, where those who couldn't be ordinary had to huddle in corners, is called such by ordinary people.
The place has no proper name.
It is only recorded and called by derogatory names, remaining as shackles that forever bind criminals who have turned their backs on the world.

For whatever reason.
A shelter where those who refused to be ordinary gathered, a grave they cannot escape until death.
Only those who are similarly falling can face the landscape of that valley where the fallen have gathered.

********

Asha had become shameless.

"So when you said it was Hallus mushrooms back then..."

"Of course that was a lie. The suppressant I need to take will require Pisentia flower roots."

Since last night, after confessing her love to me in the forest, she had somehow become strangely shameless and confident.

"...why are you so confident?"

"I can be confident, Ain. After all... how can you say such things when you so ruthlessly toyed with and explored my lips last night..."

So now she was unabashedly making provocative and fabricated statements along with blushing—behavior she wouldn't have shown before.

"?"

"What's wrong?"

No.
No matter how I thought about it, I wasn't the one who ruthlessly toyed with and explored anything.

Though I thought this, I couldn't bring myself to give a truthful answer due to Asha's steady gaze, and instead said something else.

"Is that also why you've been postponing the use of the magic analyzer until now?"

"Well... I hadn't properly confessed yet, so it would have been unfair if some mechanical device declared love on my behalf."

That wasn't wrong.
If I were in the same situation, I wouldn't want a machine stealing my thunder either. Besides, it would be strange to rush into a confession because of something like that.

With that thought, I nodded and took out the notebook where I had written down the suppressant ingredients.

"Then I guess we'll set the final ingredient for the suppressant as Pisentia flower roots."

"But since affection and love are somewhat similar emotions, shouldn't we include Hallus mushrooms too? Actually, thinking about it carefully, I do have some obsession with affection."

As I was about to completely revise my notes, I pondered Asha's question for a moment and then just wrote down both Hallus mushrooms and Pisentia flower roots.

"I guess so. Let's just get both. Though it doesn't really matter since we can't enter cities right now, so getting ingredients will take a while anyway."

"Hmm... that's true."

We couldn't get any ingredients at the moment.

We had been traveling for well over two weeks without stopping at any city.

So if we were to be precise, replenishing other supplies was more urgent than the suppressant ingredients.

We had run out of vegetables long ago and were now eating stew filled only with wild game meat.

The problem was that we couldn't replenish our spices either, so we were gradually approaching the point where we'd have to boil meat in plain water or just grill it over fire.

So I rummaged through my bag and muttered.

"Hmm, we're out of salt today."

Ah, of course, Avery was still driving the carriage even after well over two weeks.

I'm determined not to waste this chance for a break that I finally got after nearly four years.

And the immediate response to my words came from Eileen, who wailed almost like a scream.

"Eeeeek!! No way! My precious salt!!"

"Why is it your salt? I bought everything with my own money."

I found that quite absurd and corrected her words, and Eileen paused her wailing for a moment before grabbing her head again and screaming.

"...Aaaaargh! The precious salt that I was going to eat...!!"

"Right. Keep wailing. Today is the last supper."

I burst into laughter watching her behavior.

Asha glanced at her like she was looking at a bug before turning away, but I found Eileen's antics quite funny and amusing.

However.

"Ah, but actually, we can still eat deliciously without salt. Meat is meat! As long as we can eat a lot, it's fine!"

"You're such a pig."

"Oink oink!"

"...?"

Crazy woman.

To put it simply, as I've been feeling more often lately, Eileen was genuinely a strange type of person.

It was already strange enough that she abandoned her noble life and ran away to go on adventures, and that she followed me around giggling and saying she liked the ashen color.

Honestly, now her every action seemed unpredictable.

Maybe she's spent too much time with Avery and is becoming similarly crazy, though in a different way.

Or maybe not.

Perhaps she's become weird from being hit by Asha occasionally.

"...I think I hit her too much."

"But I avoided hitting her head so she wouldn't get any dumber."

Well... then I don't know either.

Maybe it's actually Lord Count's education method that was wrong.

No.

How on earth did you raise your child, my lord?

This family's home education is really terrible.

Anyway.

Although our conversation was quite calm, everyone knew that the situation wasn't exactly peaceful.

As I mentioned earlier, we had run out of food ingredients and were catching and grilling wild game every night when we camped.

The carriage wheels had worn out from excessive travel, and we had no spares left, so Horn was carving replacements from wood each time.

Chun-sik and Chun-bae were having their tired bodies regularly restored by Asha's healing magic, but since it wasn't a fundamental solution or proper rest, they were getting tired more quickly.

Of course, our companions were all exhausted and spent most of their time sprawled out sleeping.

I did say that I was making Avery continue to drive the carriage, but since he needed time to sleep, we took turns driving when Avery needed to rest.

And.

"Asha, there are soldiers conducting inspections ahead."

"Yes, I'll put them to sleep right away."

It no longer made sense for three people to hide in the forest while I, the twins, and Eileen acted.

After our battle with the Papal State's pursuit team, new notices seemed to have been distributed everywhere, making the wanted posters quite clear, and they recognized our faces immediately.

If I had to be specific, there were even soldiers who recognized us just by the appearance of our carriage and charged at us.

That's actually why we were passing by every city and continuing forward.

None of us could enter cities anymore.

So.

While I was lost in thought, Asha's magic flew toward the soldiers ahead.

It was the same magic used by the black mages in our previous battle.

According to her, she had removed the harmful effects and modified it to only make people fall into illusions and sleep.

Like a wave, it swept over the soldiers who hadn't even noticed us yet, putting them all to sleep.

We approached the soldiers who had collapsed on the forest path, moved them to a safe place, and cast a protective barrier that would last until they woke up before departing again.

"Let's hurry."

"Yes, Ain."

So, quietly submitting to inspections was now out of the question.

Because of this, it became easier for them to track our movements, but we had no choice.

We couldn't kill people who were just doing their jobs.

With that thought, I cracked the reins to urge Chun-sik and Chun-bae forward.

"At this rate... it won't take long for the pursuit team to catch up again."

I couldn't help but sigh deeply.

A pursuit team with at least three Paladins.

If such a pursuit team stopped our carriage and tried to kill us like before, I had no confidence in our survival no matter how I calculated it.

So we needed to get to the grave quickly, but despite traveling non-stop, we still had a long way to go.

And.

As I kept sighing, a woman suddenly poked my cheek.

Since hiding no longer made sense, Asha was sitting with me on the driver's seat again, pressing my cheek firmly.

"If you keep sighing, your fortune will fly away, Ain."

"That's all lies. Even if you sigh a hundred times, fortune will still come to those who are meant to have it."

Even though I knew she was trying to cheer me up, I deliberately contradicted her, causing her to puff her cheeks and pout.

"Are you going to keep talking so unpleasantly?"

"Hmm, I was just stating facts."

"..."

Thinking her expression was quite cute, I continued to say twisted things, and she would stare at me intently.

This was the scenery we had maintained since before.

She had become more emotionally rich and honest than when she was young, which definitely made teasing her more enjoyable.

However.

"Since your mouth keeps sighing and saying bad things, I'll have to block it."

I needed to realize that one thing had changed.

"No, I'm driving the carriage right now... mmph...!"

I should have gradually realized that her eyes would occasionally widen wildly, and she would pounce on me regardless of the timing.

Smooch- slurp-

Such sounds echoed in my ears more clearly than all the sounds from the forest.

"Haah... hm."

"No, wait... mmph...!"

Her tongue, which kept pushing its way in, strangely tasted sweet.

I didn't know if this was also magic, or just her natural scent.

I only knew for certain that once she got carried away, it wouldn't end until she was satisfied.

After quite some time had passed.

"Hmm, soon they'll be doing all sorts of things whether we're around or not."

"..."

"Be a bit more careful since the kids are around, tsk."

Horn glanced at my red and swollen lips and said that.
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The valley where the fallen gather was not far away now.

Thanks to an uneasy feeling, we had pushed forward for several days, skipping camping and driving the carriage continuously.

And then.

BOOM- A loud sound echoed near the carriage.

"Kyaaak!! H-how much f-f-further until we arrive...?!"

Eileen shouted while raising her jeweled staff to recast the shield magic that was nearly depleted.

The pursuit team had finally caught up.

Actually, they had appeared from the front rather than behind us, forcing us to turn the carriage off the road and into the forest.

"I don't know!! Do I look like I have time to check that...!! Asha, tree ahead!"

"Yes, just a moment...! Huff, the holy power is making my magic a bit slower...!"

The carriage kept rattling violently.

In fact, it was beyond mere rattling—the wheels made cracking sounds as if they would break at any moment, and the carriage tilted precariously in all directions.

Asha was trying her best to clear a path by erasing trees with her magic, but pushing through a forest dense with weeds and trees was extremely dangerous.

If there was any silver lining, it was winter, so our visibility wasn't completely blocked by leaves.

Asha, sitting beside me, rose slightly and stretched her hand forward.

With gritted teeth and a slight frown, she sprinkled ash toward the trees and the bumpy forest path.

As the ash spread with a whoosh, the trees blocking our way disappeared one by one, and the uneven path that threatened to overturn our carriage became somewhat smoother.

However, there was still a problem with this approach.

"What kind of... brute force escape method is this...! Kid, you need to watch the back too! Since we're clearing a path as we go, those Papal State bastards' carriage is getting closer!"

As Horn said, because we were clearing a path, the pathetic pursuit team's carriage was rapidly approaching along the forest trail we had created.

So I quickly made a decision and switched roles.

"Ah, seriously...! Asha, please watch the back. I'll handle the front somehow!"

"Yes, understood! I'll block the path behind us again...!"

With those words, Asha leaped onto the carriage roof, and I drew the sword from my waist.

Then I called out to Avery, who was looking around nervously, not knowing what to do.

"Avery, come to the driver's seat and take the reins, then throw explosive reagents forward!"

"A-alright...!"

Avery immediately opened the carriage door, jumped to the driver's seat, grabbed the reins, and took out several vials of reagents from his chest to throw forward.

Simultaneously, the trees that came into contact with the reagents made a BOOM sound, becoming scorched and cratered.

Previously, no matter what I said, everyone was too confused to do anything but panic, but now they were quickly understanding and acting on my commands.

Perhaps having the criminal brand and being chased by a pursuit team trying to kill them had instilled a sense of urgency in people like Avery.

"Good job! I'll be right back, and if you crash this thing, you're dead, seriously!"

With those words, I kicked off from the driver's seat footboard and leaped forward.

After nearly a month, the mana in all my equipment had been fully recharged.

"Huff...!"

I didn't want to overexert myself and have my body scream in pain like last time, but given the situation, I ignited blue mana and swung my sword toward the trees.

When the sword made contact, a loud BOOM sounded as the blocking trees exploded.

I stomped the uneven ground hard while releasing mana from my boots, somewhat flattening the surface.

And sure enough, my body couldn't handle the strain—after this series of actions, a cracking sound accompanied the pain that surged through me.

"Keuugh...! Damn this, seriously...!"

Just one mana-infused kick, and my knee twisted unnaturally.

My wrist broke from swinging the sword to cut down trees.

I couldn't stop despite this, but my body was already giving me trouble for using techniques I wasn't permitted to use.

I gritted my teeth audibly and swung my sword again. Once more, I stomped the ground with all my might.

So I had to keep repeating this, running ahead of the carriage until the forest ended and a path appeared.

"A-Ain! Here's a recovery reagent!"

"Keuugh... why not give me a painkiller too, you bastard...!"

"Painkillers, well... they cause immediate drowsiness... If you lose focus, that w-wouldn't be good, haha..."

"Huff! You bastard, thank you so much for your thoughtful consideration...!!"

Whenever the whites of my eyes became more visible, I gulped down the recovery reagents Avery threw to me, supported my broken wrist with my gauntlet, and swung my sword again.

And so.

The incoming holy spells were blocked by the barrier spells cast by Eileen and Yaki and Tori.

The obstacles ahead were somehow handled by Avery and me.

Asha restored the path behind us to its original state, gradually increasing the distance between us and the pursuit team.

While everyone was busy with their assigned roles, old man Horn had nothing specific to do.

"Horn, this damn old geezer isn't doing anything...! Keuugh!"

"I've been replacing the carriage wheels all this time, you bastard!"

Ah.

If he had been diligently working to build us a car earlier, we wouldn't be in this mess.

I kept thinking that while continuing to cut down trees ahead.

Before long, a metallic taste filled my mouth.

Eventually, after a long chase, we emerged from the forest.

I climbed back onto the driver's seat and took the reins, while Avery handed me a couple of recovery reagent bottles before returning inside the carriage.

"Ain, are you okay?"

"...No, I feel like I'm dying, cough..."

Asha also came down from the carriage roof and plopped down beside me to ask, but while it wasn't as bad as fighting the Paladin, I was still thoroughly battered.

"Let me cast a healing spell on you first. Sorry I couldn't do it earlier."

"Keuugh... please do..."

So Asha, as always, recited some unintelligible incantation and scattered green light.

Thanks to that, my blocked airways cleared up.

The excruciating pain that felt like someone was doing a frenzied tap dance on my bones gradually subsided.

Of course, without a priest's healing spell, it wasn't enough for complete recovery, so a mild pain still lingered.

"Ah, I'll live... Thanks, Asha."

Since they say natural healing is better after this point, this much was sufficient.

After saying that to Asha, I downed the two recovery reagents Avery had given me and unfolded the map to check our approximate location.

Of course, there was no time for a leisurely check.

"Kyaaak!! Stop attacking!! I hate wasting my precious barrier magic like this...!!"

Light clusters shot by the pursuit team were still flying straight toward our carriage, making the barrier shake with a BOOM sound.

But still.

"We're close. We're really almost there now. The destination is right in front of us."

Our forced detour through the forest had unintentionally become a shortcut.

The Papal State's carriage seemed to realize this too and was pursuing us fiercely, but with this distance between us, we could enter the Valley of the Fallen before they caught up.

"Huff... Should I push myself a bit more to prevent them from getting closer, Ain?"

"No."

When Asha heard my words, she glanced back and raised her hand, but I immediately stopped her.

Of course, if Asha pushed herself to interfere, we could definitely shake them off.

However, strictly speaking, the paladins chasing us weren't the only problem.

"You should conserve your strength. As Horn worried, we don't know what might happen inside the valley."

"Ah."

After all, the place we were trying to enter was a den full of criminals.

And then.

"I can see it."

Finally, between two massive cliff mountains, a drab-colored wall and gate came into view.

From far away, they noticed our carriage and the white carriage heading toward them, and on the wall, mages and archers began preparing to attack.

Of course, there were no guards in front of the gate.

The gate was simply firmly closed, and a rather large magic circle was engraved on the wall while blue mana rose from the archers.

As if they intended to sweep away everything regardless of friend or foe, they were aiming at both us and the pursuit team.

I was horrified by this sight and shouted urgently.

"No, damn it...! Don't shoot us and open the gate!!"

The answer came immediately.

"We don't know who you are and won't open the gate carelessly."

Whether it was a spell cast by the mage or a voice amplified through a megaphone, it rang clearly in my ears.

"Just look at those Papal State psychos chasing us—we're obviously criminals!! Open the gate and welcome new criminals!!"

"Hmm, is that so? I'm not sure."

"Hey, you bastard!!"

That, that crazy mage.

Seeing that smirk, he's clearly enjoying this.

"Well, if you can block what we're about to fire, we might open the gate. We don't need people who can't even handle this much."

Judging by how they were genuinely preparing to fire after saying that, this must be some kind of welcome greeting from criminals.

So I gritted my teeth and called Asha.

"Asha."

"Yes."

"Erase that entire gate."

If this is how they welcome new members, they should know what kind of housewarming gift to expect.

Since we had gained quite a distance from the pursuit team, Asha's magic power shouldn't be weakened now.

"Yes, I'll erase it. I'll have to push myself a bit... you know that, right, Ain?"

"Yeah... I understand."

"Heehee, good."

Of course, the price for pushing her would have to be paid by my body, but I really wanted to see that smug face contort.

So Asha nodded with a broad smile, then slowly raised both hands and began to chant.

Naturally, I couldn't understand it.

Simultaneously, ash began to spread gradually, and the hazy mana flowed down from the driver's seat, enveloping the carriage, the path, and even the forest.

But one thing was certain.

"W-what the hell...! Hey, hey, just open the gate quickly!!"

"No, damn it!! It's ash-colored!! How do we... Quick, call for reinforcements!!"

Those guys wouldn't be able to block this.

"You crazy bastard, the gate's open so just come in!! Don't shoot! Stop, don't shoot!!"

If they thought this would end with just a moderate welcome greeting, they were sorely mistaken.

So.

I mimicked the exact expression and words that guy had used earlier.

"Well, if you can block what we're about to fire, we might leave the gate intact. We don't need people who can't even handle this much."

"Hey, you bastard!! What's the point of a gate without walls...!!"

"Hmm, is that so? I'm not sure."

They should have just let us in nicely—why make things complicated?
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We passed through the wide-open city gates without any restrictions.

They opened the gates quite promptly, as if they genuinely welcomed us.

"We entered without bloodshed."

"Hmm, you're counting it that way even though I intended to smash everything before entering?"

"But in the end, we didn't break anything, old man. It's a bloodless entry through mutual respect."

"It looks more like non-stop mutual disrespect to me."

Just before Asha's magic activated, I told her it was enough, so neither the walls nor the gates suffered any damage.

The mage who greeted us with provocative words and actions was annoying, but I wasn't stupid enough to destroy the place where we'd be staying for a while.

Besides, I had no desire to deal with the aftermath of ruining our relationship with these people from the start.

So our carriage entered the Valley of the Fallen through the gates, which closed firmly behind us.

And then.

- "Open the gates, criminals!"

- "We've come to arrest the Ashen Witch and her companions who just entered! Cooperate!"

It was a close call, as voices could be heard from beyond the gates.

The Papal State's pursuit team, including Paladins, had reached the gates and were shouting loud enough for me to hear.

Of course, that didn't mean the gates would open.

Additional troops were already gathering near the gates and walls, and the mage who had greeted us earlier was now aiming his magic at the Paladins.

"You'd better back off. If you continue threatening us, we'll attack without warning."

With those words, he warned the Papal State's pursuit team who were banging on the gates.

- "Criminals! Do you not know the laws of the world?! Don't you understand that the Ashen Witch must be killed because she is evil?!"

Ah, of course he didn't stop at just a warning.

Just as he did with us, he spoke with a raised corner of his mouth, gesturing provocatively.

"Keheheh... Look at this stupid Paladin asking if we know the laws of the world when he's come to a place full of people who don't follow those laws! Hey, everyone! Come look at this stupid Paladin!"

- "How dare you! Do you think this valley will remain intact after this outrage?! His Holiness the Pope will be angered by your misdeeds, criminals!"

"Oh my! At his age, getting angry might be the death of him. Well, I guess the noble Paladin will have to go back and soothe him properly!"

- "You bastard!!"

"You bastard~ Yes, yes, just like your mother rocked you when you were a little Paladin, you should rock His Holiness the Pope too!"

Wow.

He really knows how to get under people's skin, this crazy guy.

I'm guessing this mage probably committed the serious crime of mouthing off to a high-ranking official, which is why he became a criminal.

- "Aaaaargh!!! Criminal!!! How dare... how dare you...!!"

"Aaaang~ Paladin~ Kami, Kami~ Is Kami the name of your cat, Sir Paladin? What a cute name you've given it!"

So I decided I must ask this mage what his crime was later.

The sight of him dancing jubilantly even as he watched the Papal State's carriage retreating after he'd provoked them to the limit would be unforgettable.



Indeed, we entered without bloodshed, as they say.

As our carriage entered the valley, many eyes turned toward us, but no one approached or tried to attack us.

The first to approach was the mage with the cursed mouth.

He looked Asha over once with suspicious eyes, then spoke to me.

"Hey, I'll guide you. Follow me."

"Oh, sure."

"...I'm clearly much older than you, yet you speak so curtly. Perhaps you weren't properly educated?"

Unlike usual, I didn't bother with politeness.

"Why would I use honorifics with a criminal? Are you advertising that you want to be turned to ash? Should I really erase the wall?"

"Ha... what... A truly crazy bastard has entered."

Since I was properly educated, I also learned that there's no need to respect criminals.

From the beginning, bowing my head and showing respect to bad people would be like declaring my surrender.

So I held my head high proudly and, seeing a good opportunity, spoke to him.

"Ah, right. I have a question."

"Sigh... what is it?"

There was something I really wanted to ask.

"So what's your crime? Insulting royalty? Did you curse someone's parents to some king?"

"..."

As I thought earlier, I was curious about what kind of terrible insults he must have hurled to end up here as a criminal.

"What?"

"...Regicide."

What?

His crime wasn't insulting high officials with his cursed mouth.

"Wow... that's more serious than I thought."

"What about it, you major criminal who defends the Ashen Witch? Is that what someone who helps a disaster should say?"

"At least I didn't kill anyone, asshole."

"I had my reasons for killing, you damn bastard."

And so we continued bickering and insulting each other for quite some time.

Despite claiming he was just accompanying us to guide the newcomers, he kept making remarks that got under my skin, so I couldn't help it.

Habitual rudeness and pure criticism passed between us.

Still, thanks to him, the tension of entering a criminal hideout dissipated, so I considered it a good thing.



The valley was extremely wide.

The Valley of the Fallen, named for its location between two extremely high and large cliff mountains.

There was a well-paved road that ran along natural walls on both sides, with wooden buildings extending along it.

The races of those living there were quite diverse.

Most were humans, of course, but there were occasionally beastmen and orcs, and even dwarves and elves who seemed to be bickering.

While fairies and spirits weren't visible, I could see a giant in the distance, and a druid completely wrapped in grass was dangling from a cliff, resting.

So.

For a place supposedly full of criminals, it was quite an ordinary scene.

So I tilted my head and spoke to the person beside me.

"Hey."

"No matter what, saying 'hey' is too damn rude. Just call me by my name, at least."

"Hmm... Alright, Adrian."

The regicide's name was Adrian.

Judging by the family names that followed, he was probably a nobleman, but there seemed no need to care about that now that he was a criminal.

Anyway, what I wanted to ask was:

"What is it, Ain?"

"Isn't this place a criminal hideout?"

"Well... it is a place where fugitive criminals hide."

"Then how is it so orderly despite being a place where only criminals live? This doesn't match the common perception at all, so I don't understand."

It was puzzling that despite being full of criminals, there was no desolate landscape or abundance of wretched people.

Honestly, I was prepared to establish my position in the hierarchy even after entering, expecting complete chaos, but everyone just glanced at us newcomers.

"All places where people live are the same, idiot."

"Talk sense, moron. Are you telling me to believe that?"

I don't believe the nonsense that all places where people live are the same.

If things could roll along so ordinarily and peacefully, the world wouldn't be in this state.

After my words, Adrian sighed deeply before answering.

"...If you want things to roll along properly, you just need to remove the stones that prevent them from rolling properly."

"...Huh?"

Remove the stones that prevent things from rolling properly.

"Simply put, the vicious criminals who cause trouble are already dead and gone. Did you really think we'd let everyone who enters this place live?"

"Oh, really?"

According to him:

"It's exactly as I said. Criminals who would cause trouble in the valley were all killed and buried long ago. In the beginning, we accepted everyone, and as you said, this place almost fell apart."

Even among criminals who fled here, not all criminals are the same. The ones who needed to be filtered out were already filtered out, and only suitable people remained living together.

I thought it was a bit strange that the criminals seemed quite docile.

If the truly vicious criminals were already all dead, this kind of scenery made sense in its own way.

"But why are you still alive?"

"For the same reason you're alive, I suppose."

He's the epitome of vileness every time he opens his mouth, so I can't understand how he's avoided getting stabbed.

"A regicide doesn't seem normal no matter how I look at it."

"No, damn it, I told you I had my reasons! Besides, if we're being honest, someone who helps the Ashen Witch like you is more abnormal. Sorry, but even criminals filter out the Ashen Witch."

"But you accepted us."

"Damn you, what were we supposed to do when you threatened to break down the walls if we didn't let you in? Besides, now that we've accepted you, the Ashen Witch is behaving, but you're the one causing trouble."

Well.

What can I do?

"But you started it first."

"Ah, this guy is seriously annoying me. You're a commoner, right? I was a nobleman, don't you show respect?"

"Does being a nobleman mean you don't die when stabbed?"

What difference does it make if you were a nobleman?
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We parked our carriage in a suitable spot and followed Adrian's lead to the restaurant.

A restaurant.

"Wow, there's actually a restaurant here."

"...What exactly did you think this place was? It has everything. Because people live here."

Even though it was called a village of sorts, there were people doing business in this valley that was essentially completely cut off from the outside world.

I wondered why anyone would bother running a business here when there wasn't much to gain from it.

I voiced this thought, and Adrian immediately answered my question.

"No, no. I don't mean it's primitive, but since currency can't circulate outside, it seems rather pointless. I'm just surprised someone would still run a business."

"People do what they want to do. And like you said, accumulating wealth is meaningless here, so they mostly exchange for useful items or help the owner with whatever they need."

A classic and primitive method.

"That's primitive."

"You crazy bastard."

We continued this conversation as we entered the restaurant.

Inside the somewhat dimly lit interior, quite a few people were seated around eating, and a bald man who appeared to be the owner was placing meat over a fire.

Adrian was the first to step forward and speak to the owner.

"Carson, eight portions of wild boar meat here."

"Hmm? What's this? Adrian, have you brought some new family members?"

"Not sure if they'll become family yet, but I let them in because this crazy bastard threatened to break down the door if we didn't open it."

Carson, as the owner was called, heard Adrian's words and grinned as he looked at me.

"Kahahah!! You look scrawny and unremarkable, but your actions definitely scream serious criminal!"

"Who are you calling a serious criminal, baldy?"

"Hey! Such a harsh insult!! Apologize!!"

"...Sorry."

These lunatics use the term "serious criminal" as if it's a compliment.

I suppose since everyone living here is a criminal, what would normally be offensive language has become normalized.

Just now, he called "baldy" a harsh insult.

We all sat down at a suitable table and felt the glancing stares of those already eating.

However, some of them were tilting their heads as they looked at Asha.

They seemed to vaguely sense something off about her, probably due to all the artifacts concealing her identity.

Meanwhile, the owner had already filled a large bowl with meat and approached our table, placing it down with a thud.

Then he laughed heartily as he spoke.

"Hehehe... Who else would come here except serious criminals! So what's your crime?"

"..."

I hesitated briefly.

Of course, I had revealed being associated with the Ash-colored from the front gate.

But I kept quiet for a moment, worried that blurting out "Ash-colored" to this bald man who knew nothing might instantly chill the atmosphere.

The owner tilted his head at my silence and turned his gaze to Adrian.

"Hmm, seeing how you brought a whole group, are you some kind of murder gang? Adrian, if he doesn't want to talk, you tell me!"

"They're Ash-colored sympathizers."

"What...?"

"They were being chased by the Papal State's pursuit team for hiding and helping the Ash-colored. That person still wearing the robe seems to be the Ash-colored one."

"..."

This bastard.

After Adrian's words, there was complete silence in the restaurant.

The constant clinking of utensils suddenly stopped, and all the laughter and loud voices ceased as well.

In a scene where even time seemed to have stopped, everyone—the owner and all the diners—turned their gaze toward Asha.

I naturally stood up and positioned myself in front of Asha.

I thought quickly.

Whether to draw my sword or channel mana.
Whether I should cut down Adrian first or rush at those who looked most dangerous.

These thoughts kept running through my mind during the silence.

And then.

"Carson."

"Huh..."

"I'm saying these guys are just as weird as you are."

"Hehe..."

It seems my worries were unnecessary.

"Actually, they're even worse than you. They don't seem to have protected family members like you did."

"Hahaha!! See! There are other idiots besides me!! Hey, you lot! Bring back my precious lamp and clock that you took from me in that bet!"

The frozen atmosphere gradually thawed, and everyone burst into hearty laughter.

The owner, seemingly in a good mood, returned to the kitchen chuckling, while those who had been looking curiously at Asha raised their glasses again with a clink.

"Surprised, Ain? Wait, you didn't think there wouldn't be any Ash-colored in a gathering place for serious criminals, did you?"

"Hey, you bastard, I was just considering whether to cut you down first."

"Hehehe... The owner's daughter is Ash-colored. Though she's still a young girl who hasn't awakened yet."

Adrian seemed pleased to have gotten one over on me as he stabbed a large piece of wild boar meat with his fork.

I let out a deep sigh and slumped back into my chair, and my companions, including Asha, finally relaxed as well.

"So what you're saying is that we don't need to hide our identities here. This is a place where only those rejected by the world live together."

"You should have said that earlier, you damn regicide."

"I was going to explain at first, but the Ash-colored sympathizer was so annoying."

He grinned as he put the wild boar meat in his mouth and chewed noisily.

As we were sighing without touching our food, he stabbed another piece of wild boar meat with his fork and spoke.

"Come on, everyone eat. Lady Ash-colored, take off that uncomfortable robe and eat. It's impressive that you haven't taken it off even once, but it's making everyone else uncomfortable."

Come to think of it, Asha hadn't taken off her robe even once until now.

She had been following right behind me, keeping the hem of her robe firmly in place just in case.

So I looked at Asha and nodded.

"...Asha. Take off your robe and remove your necklace and bracelet too. They must be uncomfortable."

"Yes, Ain."

At my words, Asha began to remove everything she had been wearing.

First, she took off her robe, then the shackle-like bracelets and anklets she had been wearing all along.

As she revealed her face, the restaurant fell silent again.

Only the soft sound of Asha's clothes rustling could be heard as she moved, and the raised glasses of the others remained frozen in mid-air.

As she removed her necklace, her hair and eyes returned to their ash color.

Indeed, the ash-colored appearance suits her better than the disguised ordinary colors.

Unlike when I was young and thought it was drab and unattractive, now I actually prefer that appearance.

After Asha had removed all her robes and accessories, she seemed embarrassed by the quiet atmosphere in the restaurant and pulled her chair closer to me.

She looked around, then linked her arm with mine and buried her face against my chest.

And once again, it was Adrian who broke the silence.

"Wow... this bastard."

"What?"

Adrian waved the piece of wild boar meat he was holding as he looked back and forth between Asha and me.

"So that's why you protected the Ash-colored? You have a talent for convincing people?"

"What are you talking about?"

"This won't do. You need to pay more taxes, you bastard. And you're paying for this meal too. Ah, I tried to hold back, but I can't."

"No. Are you crazy or what?"

"And Ash-colored... no, Lady, please put your robe back on."

Crazy bastard.

Anyway.

We continued our conversation as we sat in the restaurant eating.

"So why don't the Papal State or other countries try to clean up this place? There would be casualties in a war, but honestly, I don't think they would lose."

"Ain, do serious criminals who would be executed or given life sentences if caught look like nothing to you? You don't seem to understand, but ordinary riffraff don't dare come here."

Adrian looked at me as if I was being ridiculous as he explained.

He spoke while raising his glass of alcohol and the additional wild boar meat he had ordered, telling me I would be paying for it.

"Hmm, but when Asha was about to cast a spell, you immediately opened the gates and were ready to surrender."

"I'm sorry, but the Ash-colored are a calamity that usually requires the Papal State's subjugation forces, and fabricating that we 'were ready to surrender' is not good."

"The Ash-colored are very powerful... One hit from that magic and it's hard to survive..."

Some people had quietly joined our table and were participating in the conversation.

"Yes, as they said, it's impossible to subdue such a monster whose magic is almost unstoppable without divine power, especially with just a small force."

"Then why did you let us in? You said she's a calamity."

"You son of... Ain. The story isn't finished."

"Ah, sorry."

As we ate and drank, other customers who had come in seemed to find our conversation interesting and kept pulling their tables closer to ours.

As expected of serious criminals, they have no qualms about rude behavior.

And as we continued talking, Adrian brought up something that couldn't be easily dismissed.

"Anyway, to continue my explanation, first of all, there's an Archmage here."

"What...?"

Archmage.

An honorable title that only a select few who have reached the highest position among mages can receive.

It seems unbelievable that someone with such a title would be in this valley, but Adrian continued as if it was nothing special.

"Why are you so surprised? There have been former Sword Saints, Knight Commanders, and nobles here, and even a few Great Warriors from the Beast-folk tribe. There was even a high-level Ice Elemental, which could create huge ice walls in emergencies."

"Huh..."

"Of course, over time, humans like the Sword Saints and Knight Commanders grew old and died, but there's no way for the outside world to know they died, right?"

In other words, there were more diverse people in the valley than I had thought.

Perhaps because the general public shouldn't know that such figures were in the valley, this information hadn't appeared in any of my prior research.

So I let out an admiring sigh and asked him.

"But Adrian, why aren't you dead?"

"Ah, this bastard, really. Hey, let's have a one-on-one fight. You think a court mage who committed regicide is nothing, don't you?"

Just kidding, just kidding.

"I'm joking. I just don't understand why such amazing people would commit serious crimes and flee here."

"...Everyone has their own story. They all had reasons why they had to do what they did. Just like how you're helping the Ash-colored, Ain."

It's a sanctuary for the rejected and a grave for the abandoned.

And a valley where the fallen live.

Thinking about it again, all the names attached to this place contained the meaning Adrian had mentioned.

After answering my question, Adrian wore a strangely wistful expression.

Though the atmosphere wasn't particularly solemn as he was still chewing on wild boar meat.

"But no matter what story you have, being a regicide is still pretty bad."

"...Hey, you, come outside with me."

Ah.

Just kidding, just kidding.
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After our lengthy conversation, we left the restaurant and followed Adrian until we reached an empty lot, where our discussion finally ended.

Adrian stopped in front of the open space, turned to face us, and spoke.

"Well... I think I've explained everything about this place. Anything else you're curious about, Ain?"

"Hmm... not really? I can't think of anything specific right now."

I didn't have any more questions at the moment.

To be honest, I hadn't expected to satisfy my curiosity among criminals in the first place, so nothing came to mind.

I shook my head, and after Adrian briefly looked us over, he turned to leave, abandoning us where we stood.

"Alright, that's the end of your tour. Consider yourselves honored—I've never spent this much time showing anyone around."

"Wow, I'm so grateful I could die."

"Then die."

It's worth noting again that he's been creating trouble with his mouth since our first meeting.

I called out to Adrian's back as he was about to abandon us in the empty lot.

"You crazy bastard. So what is this empty lot for?"

"Huh? Oh, I didn't mention it. This is where you'll be living from now on. You can park your carriage here too."

He tilted his head slightly as if he'd forgotten, and answered nonchalantly.

"...But there's nothing here. Aren't there any lodgings?"

"This place is full of criminals—there are no volunteers here. There's no profit in running lodgings. Everyone builds their own houses and lives in them."

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

"Wait, there's a restaurant that doesn't make any profit, but no lodgings for the same reason?"

"How would I know that, idiot? What do you want me to do if nobody wants to run lodgings?"

He clearly said earlier that this place had everything people needed, but now that we've finished eating, it turns out there isn't even a place to sleep.

I stared at Adrian with half-closed eyes, finding this situation quite ridiculous.

"So you're telling us to sleep outside?"

"Is that what I said? As I just mentioned, you need to build your own house. There are some basic materials prepared over there—build a hut or a brick house, whatever you want."

"...Are you serious?"

"Yes, I'm serious. I'm leaving now. Live well, and if you have questions, find me near the wall. But preferably don't come looking for me—it's a huge pain."

He wants us to build our own house.

After saying that, he waved his hand dismissively as if telling us not to bother him anymore and walked away.

"..."

"..."

"..."

We fell into silence for a moment. After thinking for a while, I glanced to the side and spoke.

"Asha."

"Yes, Ain."

"Do you happen to know any magic for building houses...?"

I cautiously asked, hoping that magic might make building a house quick and easy.

Of course...

"Ain, I'm sorry, but magic isn't that versatile. Well... if I searched through magic books thoroughly, there might be something..."

"Sorry."

It was a meaningless question since Asha had no reason to know house-building magic.

I scratched my head awkwardly, and seeing my expression, they offered encouraging words.

"But I can use mana to lift and move wood or stones. Besides, I don't mind sleeping outdoors. It reminds me of my childhood, so it might be nice!"

"We don't mind either! Sleeping outdoors is actually not bad! We're quite used to it!"

Those were not encouraging words at all.

"...No. I'll try to build a house somehow."

Kids.

Why are you saying this to someone who knows exactly what your past was like?

Anyway.

So we had to do something completely unrelated to our urgent situation.

At first, I thought we could just eat and sleep in the carriage.

"Hmm, that would work if you're only staying for about a week."

"...I was planning to stay much longer than that."

"Then you need to build a house, idiot. No matter how comfortable it seems, it's still just a carriage."

When I mentioned our plan to stay longer, Old Man Horn jumped up and twirled his hammer.

Besides, even though Horn had lived among humans for a long time, he was still a dwarf at heart.

"Umm... then we should build something simple..."

"The word 'simple' doesn't exist in a dwarf's dictionary, youngster."

Damn.

He's one of those crazy people who won't be satisfied until something is properly completed once they start building it.

So.

A major construction project that filled the entire empty lot began.

"Boy, if you stack them like that, they'll collapse soon. You need to twist the direction slightly when overlapping them to make them last."

"Like this?"

"Yes. Stack them like that and then apply a thick layer of mud."

Honestly, having a skilled dwarf as a companion made building a house not too difficult.

Horn kept grumbling that he wasn't some construction worker, but once we started building, he took charge of the site.

"Hey, quack! Do you have any of that potion you failed to make last time?"

"Y-you mean that sticky potion...?"

"Yes, that one! Bring it all from the carriage—we'll use it as adhesive!"

"Ah, understood...!"

The old dwarf named Horn quickly hammered the minerals he'd been given into sharp nail-like shapes, and where mud wasn't enough, he hammered them together.

"Hmm... Asha, do you have any magic for trimming logs?"

"...Magic isn't a cure-all."

"Tsk... even magicians aren't that useful."

"...Ain. Horn is bullying me."

After asking Asha an even more useless question than my earlier one about house-building magic, I clicked my tongue in disappointment at her answer.

What would a magician do with log-trimming magic anyway?

Even if a high-level magician developed log-trimming magic, they wouldn't change careers to become a carpenter, so what would be the point?

I was about to scold Horn with such thoughts.

"Horn, stop making Asha do weird... huh? Log-trimming magic?"

"Ain?"

But thinking about it, if we could develop such magic, engrave it on wooden staves, and sell them in bulk, that could be profitable.

Come to think of it, despite magic existing in this world, there seemed to be a lack of practical magic for everyday use.

"Asha, is it difficult to create magic?"

"..."

However, I had to drop that thought for now.

Asha's expression was souring, and if I said anything more foolish, I might be dragged to the Room of Truth.

"No, never mind... I'll work hard on building the house."

"Haven't you been rude enough to that magician earlier, Ain?"

"...Yes, sorry."

I apologized to her and went back to scooping up mud to apply between the logs.

"Boy, I told you not to slap it on like you're smearing dung. Do you have a hole in your head?"

"..."

"I thought sword skills might count as dexterity, but I was wrong. Just trim the logs with your sword."

"...Yes."

It's a bit disheartening.

My only experience was building a flimsy doghouse with wooden boards as a child, so building a proper house under a dwarf's direction seemed quite challenging.

"Hey, you three little ones! I told you to bring snacks, not eat them yourselves!!"

And so our chaotic house-building project continued until nightfall.

To state the obvious conclusion:

Building a house in one day was impossible.

We were now all lying in the carriage, having left behind that ambiguous structure on the empty lot that seemed barely 10% complete, let alone halfway done.

"Ah, I'm exhausted..."

"You worked hard, Ain."

Somehow, running around building a house was more tiring than training with a sword.

Having a dwarf constantly nagging beside me while using unfamiliar methods certainly contributed to the exhaustion.

So the problem was Horn.

When it comes to creating things, dwarves are unnecessarily meticulous and detailed. The materials Adrian had prepared were far from enough to complete a house.

Even the simple process of applying mud had to be perfect for him, without a single mistake, which meant we had to correct and refine everything multiple times, taking twice as long.

Moreover, even though we'd entered the carriage to rest, he was a dwarf to his core.

"Tsk... ah. I don't like that part."

Ah.

The crazy dwarf is starting again.

"Please... Horn. We're not going to live here forever, so can't we build it more casually?"

"Are you insulting dwarves right now? Apologize."

"I'm so very sorry..."

Even when I suggested building it more casually, the crazy old dwarf ranted that such words were the greatest insult to a dwarf.

Despite claiming to be a dwarf who had lost his passion and was dying, he was shining with excitement like a maniac, eager to continue building tomorrow.

"Ah, how should I fix that? Tsk... maybe we should restart the foundation..."

Please.

Stop this nonsense.

And responding to Horn's muttering was another crazy person.

"That's not a bad idea! I was taught as a child that everything needs a solid foundation!"

"Hmm, that must be right? If even human nobles teach that, we should wake up early tomorrow and restart the foundation. Boy, go to sleep quickly. You and I need to wake up at dawn."

"Fighting!"

Eileen.

You little brat.

Thanks to her, a deep, suppressed anger began to rise from the depths of my heart.

If I don't express this anger verbally now, I might end up expressing it with a hammer to Eileen's head tomorrow.

So.

I gritted my teeth and spoke to Eileen.

"Eileen, you're an adult now, so you'll join the construction tomorrow."

"What?? Me??"

At my words, Eileen, who had been lying down, sat up abruptly, her wide-open eyes staring directly at me.

She flapped her arms in confusion, opening and closing her mouth like someone who'd been struck by lightning out of nowhere.

"Yes, as an adult, you need to take responsibility for your words and actions."

"I-I... I'm still very, very inexperienced to be considered an adult...!"

"You're dead."

"Eeeek!!! W-why me?!"

I'd been treating her like a child along with the twins, but I couldn't tolerate her running her mouth so carelessly.
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A voice filled with disbelief reached my ears.

"What are you guys doing?"

It was Adrian, who had told us not to look for him because it was bothersome, yet came looking for us just a day later.

"...Building a house."

"Are you building a fortress or something? No... what the hell, you even have a brick kiln in just one day. The materials I left should have been enough to build a decent house..."

He looked back and forth between the construction site that now filled the empty lot and the brick kiln with utter disbelief, muttering to me.

But Adrian wasn't the only one in disbelief.

I was even more bewildered, having woken up at dawn to tear apart everything we'd made the day before and start over.

"I don't know either. If you've got nothing to do, come help us. That crazy old man told me to make all the bricks exactly the same size."

"...How can I help? Looking at your state, I don't even feel like teasing you anymore."

After hearing my words, Adrian, uncharacteristically refraining from mockery, immediately pulled out his staff.

My pitiful appearance—sitting in front of the multiple kilns Horn had built, endlessly shaping clay—must have really struck a chord with him.

"Thanks... I'll pack the clay into the brick molds, so just press them flat and put them in the kiln."

"Sure. Well... you're working hard."

So Adrian would use his mana to trim and press the clay flat whenever I filled the molds, then place them in the kiln.

With a whoosh, flames shot up, and inside them, the lumps of clay gradually hardened.

It takes quite a while for clay to harden into bricks, but just because we've put them all in the kiln doesn't mean we get to rest.

After all, there are ten kilns.

By the time we fill the tenth kiln with clay, the first batch of bricks should be ready—that's how it works.

Take out the finished bricks and stack them in one place.
Pack clay into the mold, press it down, and put it in the kiln.
Take out the finished bricks and stack them in one place.
Pack clay into the mold, press it down, and put it in the kiln.
Take out the finished bricks and stack them in one place.
Pack clay into the mold, press it down, and put it in the kiln.

Ah...

Damn, this process never ends.

The sun has already passed its zenith and is turning red with the sunset. Despite chewing on the dried rations the twins gave me instead of lunch and working my hands frantically, the work never ends.

Over at the construction site, Horn and Asha are bustling about, each doing their assigned tasks.

Avery, like me, sits alone at a distance, having become a sticky compound factory manager, while Eileen has become a log-trimming expert, constantly on the verge of tears.

And I've been demoted to brick factory manager, with Horn's assessment that I have the worst house-building skills among everyone.

Apparently, my handiwork is too rough, causing gaps between the logs.

I used to be meticulous and detailed when I was younger, but I guess swinging a sword day in and day out has changed that.

With such thoughts, I muttered:

"The work... it never ends, Adrian."

"Hey, hey."

Simple labor is enough to slowly eat away at one's mind, and just having someone beside me was enough to make me blurt out nonsense.

"Bricks are very hard. Hard enough to kill someone if you hit them on the head..."

"No. Hey, snap out of it. I'm helping you, aren't I? Why has this guy gone weird after just two days?"

But isn't that obvious?

Looking at the construction site as the sun is about to set, it's only about 10% complete, similar to yesterday.

That means I have to repeat this routine for at least 10 more days.

Everyone is working so hard that I can't even complain about being tired; I just have to keep the brick factory running endlessly.

So I spoke to Adrian again as I scooped more clay into the mold.

"Adrian, don't you know any house-building magic or something?"

"Of course not. What would a high-level mage like me learn that for? That's probably only found in some rural folk magic."

Ah.

My last glimmer of hope fades away.

"Ah."

"...I'll come help again tomorrow, so can you please do something about those rotting eyes of yours?"

My job title: Brick Factory Manager.
Full-time labor. Unpaid.

"Ah."

"Hey, hey, open your eyes. Don't die, man."

Ah.

I should have just suggested sleeping outdoors.

About ten days passed like that.

Actually, it took about two more days, but I decided to round it to ten.

"Wow, dwarves really are different. Building a house like this in just ten days is truly impressive."

"..."

Having finally completed the house in that time, Adrian, who came to see it, let out words of genuine admiration.

I was too exhausted to properly respond, but Adrian's amazement was quite justified.

We weren't just building a shabby, crude wooden doghouse like when I was young; we had built a house that could accommodate six people in just over ten days.

Let's take a look.

Not only is there a fairly large two-story brick house, but next to it are a carriage storage area and a stable.

Behind the house, a small workshop and a forge have already been built, along with a storage shed for firewood and miscellaneous items.

There's even a small field and fence, as if planning to make a living here.

Moreover, all the additional structures besides the brick house were built by Horn alone while the rest of us were asleep, exhausted.

He's a crazy dwarf.

Essentially, he built all this with barely any sleep for over ten days, so he's definitely not in his right mind.

As I stared blankly at the house, Adrian spoke again.

"His craftsmanship is better than the dwarves who've been living here. Hmm, where did you find this dwarf, Ain?"

"...Dragged him from a blacksmith shop in some rural village."

Do you see the former dwarf chieftain as a mere blacksmith?

Of course, I had thought Horn was just a blacksmith. I never expected this level of skill since I'd never seen him properly work before.

Anyway.

Everyone's eyes were sunken from repeating work without proper rest.

"Wooow... it's a house..."

"Haha... it's a house..."

Eileen, who should have been making a fuss, was dozing off with half-closed eyes, leaning against Asha, while Avery was already lying on the ground.

And Horn?

"Hmm... I don't like this part."

Please, just stop already.

"Just kidding. Let's go inside and rest now."

Looking surprisingly normal, he twirled his hammer and led the way, opening the door and going inside.

So we just stared at his back with sunken eyes, then dragged our powerless feet into the house.

But one thing was certain.

I now understood well that when dwarves start making something, they move without rest, with a concentration that could be considered madness.

So I'm never making anything with them again.

I slept for two days straight.

"Ugh, I'm hungry..."

After sleeping continuously with the help of Asha's healing magic and Avery's fatigue recovery potions, I woke up to Eileen's hungry murmurs.

Come to think of it, when we left Tevris, we also slept for two days straight, so the feeling was similar.

Based on that, I'd say black mages and dwarves are on the same level.

While I was clearing my foggy mind with such useless thoughts, Eileen's voice reached me again.

"Asha... I'm hungry..."

Eileen was grabbing Asha's hand and shaking it while complaining about being hungry.

"I'm hungry... let's eat... Asha..."

"Yaaawn..."

Honestly, I'm not sure if this is okay.

I just stared blankly, wondering if it was a good idea to forcibly wake up the sleeping Ashen Witch.

"I'm hungry... Asha, let's eat tog—gack!"

"If you're hungry... don't wake up someone who's sleeping... yawn. Just go back to sleep... damn it, Eileen..."

So.

Perhaps predictably, Asha, annoyed by Eileen's words and actions, frowned deeply and cast a spell on Eileen's head.

Then, leaving the unconscious Eileen behind, she turned to go back to sleep and our eyes met.

"..."

"I didn't see anything."

"...I haven't said anything yet."

"Ah."

I scratched my head awkwardly, and Asha chuckled at my reaction before gesturing with her hand.

"Ain."

"Oh, yes."

She shoved Eileen, who was sprawled on her bed, onto the floor and patted the space beside her.

"Stop talking nonsense and come here."

"Why suddenly...?"

"We made a promise at the city gate, didn't we? Don't try to weasel out of it. You're the one who taught me that promises must be kept, so come here."

Ah.

Those eyes, still clouded with sleep, had somehow curved into circles, emitting a strange light.

Ash dust fell from her fingers as they wiggled suggestively, dispersing in the air.

Honestly, it's scary.

"...Please spare me."

"What are you saying, Ain?"

It's clear she loves me, but I can't be certain it's a normal, ordinary love, which honestly frightens me.

"That..."

"Ain, even if you want to die now, you absolutely cannot."

I can't expect any sort of innocence.

It's sticky and viscous.

Gloomy and dark.

A mass of emotion that seems impossible to escape once caught.

"..."

"You're mine, Ain. You belong to me now."

It might be pure in a way, but the word "pure" isn't always used in a positive sense.

An emotion completely unmixed with anything else is certainly pure, but it becomes sticky and slimy.

"Ain, hurry."

And yet, the option to refuse that hand has already been taken away from me.

I stared at Asha's expression—whether it was a broad smile or a sinister upturned corner of her mouth, I couldn't tell.

"Come here quickly, Ain."

Like prey flying into a spider's web and getting stuck, I slowly moved toward her.
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After sleeping for half a day more, we were finally able to wake up.

We had tried to hold out to sleep a little longer until the afternoon, but around sunset, everyone opened their eyes to the unending growling sounds coming from our stomachs.

"I'm hungry..."

"That's why we're heading to the restaurant right now."

Of course, those growling sounds were only coming from Eileen's stomach, but since everyone else was hungry too, we naturally left the house and headed to the restaurant.

"I wanted to wake up for lunch... It's so sad that I couldn't eat because I fainted after getting hit by that spell..."

"Then why didn't you just quietly get up and eat by yourself?"

"Food always tastes better when you eat it together with others!"

"...Right."

What kind of crazy person would touch the nose hair of a sleeping Ash-colored Witch just because food tastes better when eaten together?

Anyway, we headed to the restaurant.

Looking at the sky that hadn't yet darkened completely, it seemed a bit early for dinner time, but there was a faint light shining from inside the restaurant.

So I opened the door and went in.

Creeeak-

The sound of rusty hinges was so common everywhere that it almost served as a doorbell.

Because of that, the head of the person inside turned quickly toward us.

"Hmm...? Customers already?"

"..."

Inside the restaurant, only two people were sitting at a table eating food.

The restaurant owner Carson and a girl who still looked somewhat immature.

The ash-haired girl was munching on food while staring at us blankly.

Though her eyes weren't ash-colored like Asha's, her vacant expression seemed similar to how Asha looked when she was young.

I was briefly wondering whether we should go back outside or if it was okay to go in and sit down.

Soon, Carson grinned and waved his hand.

"Oh, it's you folks! Haha! It's been almost two weeks! Adrian said you were busy building houses, but my, it's been a while!"

"Ah, um... Yeah. Carson, it has been a while. Are you not open for business yet?"

"What are you talking about! A restaurant starts doing business the moment customers arrive! Sit wherever you like!"

He laughed heartily as he stood up and stroked the head of the girl who was still munching on food with his large hand.

The girl kept chewing while closing her eyes and tilting her head like a cat under his stroking hand.

"Ah, you haven't met her before! Haha! This is my daughter! She helps with the business in the evenings! She's a good kid! Alicia, you can keep eating slowly!"

"..."

Carson proudly grinned as he thoroughly stroked the girl's head before heading to the kitchen.

Alicia, as his daughter was called, just nodded slightly at being told to eat slowly, then continued putting food in her mouth and chewing.

We watched the scene for a moment before ordering suitable dishes.

Of course, none of us reacted negatively to seeing the girl.

Horn was busy thinking about parts of the house he wanted to fix, still not satisfied with it despite having just woken up. Avery was muttering with sparkling eyes about wanting to pluck just one strand of ash-colored hair.

The children were so hungry that they stared intently at the food the girl was eating, drooling.

And Eileen chuckled and acted smug.

"Hmm, what a cute child!"

"She looks almost the same age as you, so why are you acting like an adult, Eileen?"

"Hehe, but I am an adult! I've been an adult for almost two months now!"

She seemed to enjoy being an adult so much that she kept making arrogant expressions whenever she had the chance, reveling in her adult status.

From my perspective, the ash-haired girl and Eileen looked about the same age, but Eileen insisted there was a definite difference as she thrust out her modest chest.

Of course, such smugness was quickly eliminated by an expert.

"There is indeed a definite difference. You've been utterly defeated, Eileen."

"That's just the damage from genetic inheritance... It has nothing to do with age, Lady Asha...!"

"An age-irrelevant loser."

"Kyaaang...!"

After delivering that blow to Eileen, Asha smiled victoriously and placed two large masses on the table with a thud.

Wow.

She frowned slightly as if her shoulders were stiff, stretched, and in between, glanced at me with a bright smile.

Wow.

Without her robe, the large somethings that stood out even more danced vividly on the table whenever she moved even slightly.

Wow.

"Wow, they're huge! We can't see your face!"

No, kids.

I was trying my best to keep my mouth shut and refrain from saying anything, but what on earth are you two saying?

Not long after, the food arrived.

It wasn't Carson who brought the food, but his daughter.

She carried a large plate piled high with meat somewhat precariously, then placed it on the table with a thud.

"..."

She stared at us silently for a moment, bowed her head slightly, then scurried away quickly to Carson.

She grabbed his pant leg, fidgeting as if trying to hide behind him while he was busy cooking.

"Hmm, it seems the child is a bit shy."

Horn murmured quietly as he watched her, and I was reminded of certain memories.

So I chuckled and said:

"Pfft... Asha used to be like that too."

"Hmm...? Looking at her now, I wouldn't have thought so at all."

"Actually, I think Asha might have been even worse than that child."

Honestly.

Even after all this time, I'm not sure if those things can be called memories.

Her silence and shyness didn't come from good reasons.

From Asha's perspective, having been abandoned as a child and living trembling in alleyways, those might just be bitter and painful memories.

However.

"They are memories. Back then, I thought the world was full of nothing but bad people."

She seemed to recall something similar to what I was thinking and smiled brightly.

The memories we had buried deep while living busy lives were, amusingly, surfacing one by one as we caught our breath among the fallen.

"Come to think of it, you liked candy when you were little, Asha."

"I was always hungry back then. Actually, I probably would have liked anything you gave me."

"I wonder if that's true?"

"Well... it was candy you gave me after finding and saving me when I was being bullied."

Candy that wasn't given with purely innocent intentions.

"Looking back now, it's also a memory when you stood in front of the Hero to protect me, Ain. At that time, I thought I was going to die for sure."

"Pfft... I thought I was going to die too. The Hero's face looked outright villainous and vicious."

A reckless action that I couldn't understand even when thinking about it myself.

"Ain also built me a house."

"Ah... that... It was just wooden planks put together, no better than a doghouse, and it really doesn't compare to the house Horn built."

"That house was wonderful to me. Even thinking back on it now, it was so warm sleeping there."

A rough, shoddy, shabby, and plain wooden plank house.

"Ah, come to think of it, it was hard the first time I had to wash you."

"...Don't talk about that, Ain. Don't say such bad things about how you creepily indulged in my naked body."

"Hey, hey, hey, don't distort the warm story of helping a child who didn't know how to wash herself. You're making me sound like trash in an instant."

The public bathroom in the square where I washed the dirty, smelly Asha.

"..., Pfft."

"Hehe."

We burst out laughing as we brought up these stories.

Such small things kept flowing out, continuing even until the steaming hot food had gone cold.

Our companions all wore smiles as they just listened to our stories.

Before we knew it, the restaurant was filled with customers, and amid the clinking of glasses and murmuring, the ash-haired girl and the owner were watching us too.

Somehow, caught up in the atmosphere, I ended up drinking alcohol.

After all, when there's the side dish of old stories, one must have a drink.

"Ah... I'm getting drunk."

Actually, I had only ever had a beer or two to help me fall asleep quickly when I was rushing around trying to raise my adventurer rank.

The experience of drinking until getting drunk was something I had never done in this lifetime.

It's funny.

Being branded as criminals and chased by paladins.

Having to enter a valley where only criminals live due to the urgent situation.

Only then did we finally have some leisure time, which was quite ironic.

Horn and Avery, like me, got caught up in the atmosphere and drank until they got drunk early on, falling asleep with their heads on the table.

Eileen, excited about her first drinking experience, ended up sprawled out like a dog and was escorted home by the children.

And Asha.

"Hic... Do you need... hic. Do you need detoxification, Ain...?"

Her eyes were already unfocused as she approached me with a bright smile and said that.

She had gotten completely drunk on just one beer.

So I shook my head and spoke.

Honestly, Asha seemed to be staggering more than I was, so if anyone needed detoxification, it seemed like she did.

"No, I'm fine. If anything, you look like you need detoxification more."

"Hic... I'm fiiine... Hic, this is why people drink alcohol in the first place... hic."

"..."

Asha, Asha, what are you saying?

I don't know who taught her about alcohol, but how could she learn such a strange drinking culture where the purpose is to stagger around?

"Uwaah... the world is spinning, Ain. Hic, it really is a crazy world..."

"..."

Just listening to her is making me go crazy too.

I thought this as I approached Asha, who kept staggering.

"Hehe, I also like when Ain approaches me first... hic."

She was flailing around so much that simply holding her arm or offering my shoulder wouldn't be enough, so I picked her up.

"Heh... thank you. I love youuu... hic."

Asha naturally wrapped her arms around my neck and was busy giggling in my arms.

Her eyes were already closed, with just the corners of her mouth turned up as she continued to mutter affectionate words.

"Hic... I love you, Ain..."

"..."

"I like you so much... huu."

"..."

Love and like.

As for me.

If I were to carefully consider my feelings, I had never really thought of her as a romantic interest.

No.

Although I might have gradually started feeling that way recently, in the past, it certainly wasn't the case...

'Ain, are you perhaps jealous?'

So.

"..."

Strangely, as I tried to deny it, memories from my childhood surfaced.

It was what the old man had said to me when I was busy glancing at Asha who had just started working at the grocery store.

'Hehe... but your eyes don't seem to show concern.'

There was a question about whether I was jealous and a certainty that my emotion wasn't concern.

'Yes, yes. It will take quite a long time for both that fellow and you to realize it yourselves.'

There was a nod and a mischievous smile.

In other words.

"Hic, I love you, Ain..."

"..."

Whenever Asha muttered affectionate words.

"I like you, hic... Ain..."

"..."

Such memories quickly flashed through my mind.

That's the reason.

"Ain..."

"..."

Using that reason as an excuse, I answer.

"I love you... hic."

"..., Yeah."

I admit that perhaps it wasn't just her who had been liking someone for a long time.

"Hic... Ain..."

"I think I feel the same way, Asha."

Even if my feelings aren't as intense as hers, I answer that I think I feel the same way.

It's hazy.

"Hehe... properly... hic. Say it properly, Ain."

Alcohol makes people honest.

"I like you too, Asha."

Alcohol makes you bring out things hidden in your unconscious with a thud.
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Time flows on.

With this long-awaited peace, we all find ourselves smiling more often, and life in the valley becomes increasingly familiar.

Meanwhile, I've gotten to know some people at Carson's restaurant.

"HAHAHA!! Becoming a criminal for helping the Ashen Witch—looks like there's another lunatic like Carson here! Hey, Carson!!"

"Damn, you're loud! Blake, don't raise your voice in front of my daughter!"

"I don't give a damn about your daughter, you bastard! Just bring the food quickly. How can it take an hour to serve some side dishes?!"

"You think cooking is done with my dick? How am I supposed to serve everything quickly when I'm working alone?!"

"Not my problem!"

This is Blake, the notorious fortress bomber who sauntered over as a new face, burst into laughter after hearing why we came here.

"Hmm... you beat a Paladin in one-on-one combat without any mana? Even if the priests couldn't properly heal him, that's quite impressive. Alright, let's have a duel later."

"For a supposed elite knight, you have no conscience. Challenging someone without mana to a duel?"

"But the fact that someone without mana defeated a Paladin already makes this a story where conscience isn't necessary."

"You should still have some, you bastard."

"No. Let's fight after we finish eating."

This is Declan, a former elite knight who murdered his superior. He approached us with a bottle of alcohol, curious about our story, and immediately challenged me to a duel.

"So you were targeted by those Papal State bastards? Hehe... those fanatics don't know the meaning of giving up, so you'll probably rot here for the rest of your lives."

"And who are you?"

"Me? When the Paladins tried to execute my wife as a heretic, I killed them all and fled here, hehe..."

"Ah... then your wife..."

"She's sleeping in that hut over there. Since coming here, she's not being hunted or treated as a heretic anymore, so her expression has softened considerably."

"Damn, I worried for nothing. Live long and prosper together, you bastard."

This is Ismel, the Paladin killer who eavesdropped on our story while sipping his drink, then cackled.

And so.

These people with serious criminal charges seemed surprisingly ordinary and decent once you shared words and food with them.

As Adrian had explained, anyone who disturbed the peace of the valley must have been buried in the ground, because everyone seemed content with their current lives.

In other words.

"Don't you want to go back outside? I'm satisfied with life here, so I don't see why I would need to."

Even Blake.

"Well... it is a bit regretful. Being human, I sometimes recall memories of my former life as an honorable knight. But I'm satisfied with life here. It's free and peaceful. Ironically so."

Even Declan.

"Hehe... What are you talking about, Ain? There's no better place to live than here. If the heaven those Papal State bastards talk about exists, I think it might be this valley."

Even Ismel.

Everyone I asked such questions told me they enjoyed life in the valley.

"Hmm... is that so?"

"That's what I'm telling you. Ain, you should quickly abandon any thoughts of leaving. It's clearly happier and more comfortable to just live here."

"..."

I couldn't firmly deny their confident answers.

It was peaceful, just as they said.

Ironically, in this place filled with criminals, there was no conflict.

No quarrels, no fights, no chaos or competition—just tranquility.

Every scene flowed leisurely, filled with ease.

Completely different from outside perceptions and views, the faces of these hiding criminals were adorned with rather splendid smiles.

So.

"Hey, Ain! What are you doing today?"

"I'm bored, let's have a duel."

Before I knew it, I too began greeting them with a grin.

"Finally showing some criminal spirit! Come on! Today we'll settle this once and for all!"

"What do you mean 'settle this once and for all'? You're such a weakling that you've never won once, all talk and no action. You're hopeless. I'll beat you until you beg for mercy."

I greeted the person waving at me in front of my house, grabbed the sword hanging on the wall, and followed him.

"Ha, I'm sure I'll win today! How about we make a bet?"

"Sure, fine. Since money is useless here... the winner gets to order the loser around for a week."

I naturally blended into their culture, teasing them with mischievous words.

"That's a bit..."

"Scared?"

"...Bring it on. I'll win somehow."

Even while questioning whether it was okay to spend time like this, I found myself laughing among them.

In truth, I too enjoyed life here.

"Hey, Ain! Have you eaten?"

"Not yet. I'll be coming with my companions later, so prepare something in advance, Carson."

It had been a long time since I felt this happy.

My mind was at ease, free from anxiety.

The weight on my shoulders had become considerably lighter.

"Got it! This time, bring back some edible mushrooms and herbs along with firewood from the mountain!"

"Sure. See you later."

So, I was gradually being influenced by them.

As ridiculous as it seemed even to myself, I was slowly being influenced by these so-called criminals.

As always.

I prepared to go out early in the morning after responding to the criminal fellow calling for me.

"Ain."

"Ah, yes. Asha, do you need something?"

Asha quietly called out to me, and I answered while putting on my outer clothes.

"Umm... no. We'll eat lunch and dinner together, right?"

"Of course. I'll be at Carson's restaurant on time, so bring the kids and the old man there, Asha."

"...Yes. I will. See you later, Ain."

She seemed like she had something to say as she momentarily fidgeted with her mouth, but then smiled brightly as if it was nothing and approached me.

A soft, ticklish sound of a kiss.

This display of affection had become quite natural and ordinary.

Even Asha, who used to get so carried away that her lips would swell, had learned to give light kisses.

Honestly, I still found it embarrassing and shy.

"Hehe."

After that brief moment ended, she stepped back and smiled broadly as if she was happy, and I couldn't help but respond.

Anyway, I opened the door and went outside today as well.

"You're late, Ain."

"What do you mean late? It didn't even take five minutes to come out."

Waiting for me was Declan, always with his stoic expression and hand resting on his pommel.

"Sorry, but wipe the saliva from the corner of your mouth before speaking."

"Ah, hmm... Just to be clear, that's not why I took long."

Declan, being a former knight, has quite good eyes. He tends to quickly scan his opponent, noticing unnecessary details like this.

I made a pathetic excuse and wiped my lips.

"Not my business. Just come out quickly. I don't want to waste time waiting."

"...I'll try."

Though I'm not sure how much Declan's wishes would be reflected to her.

And so.

I followed Declan as he walked ahead, and he naturally began explaining what we were going to do today.

"Ain, today we're practicing siege warfare with the mages."

"Siege warfare practice all of a sudden? Isn't that a bit dangerous?"

Siege warfare.

Although the valley had a peaceful and free atmosphere, considering that these people were ultimately criminals, it was inevitable.

Having spoken with them directly, I thought they seemed like decent people, but the reality was that they were fugitives who had committed serious crimes.

No one knew when a large-scale subjugation force might be organized to attack this place.

They might just treat it as a trash bin and leave it be, but you never knew how the thinking and judgment of those in power might change.

As I was thinking this, Declan continued as if it wasn't a big deal.

"Well... we won't do anything too dangerous. Since there are no criminal priests here, we'd be in danger if someone got seriously injured, so we've always kept it neither too light nor too heavy."

"Hmm, if that's the case. Do you have a suitable location?"

"Of course. There are many mock fortresses prepared for siege warfare."

It seemed that the people gathered in the valley had been consistently preparing for siege warfare in case of unforeseen circumstances.

I nodded at his words.

Before I knew it, people intending to participate in the mock siege battle had gathered around us, and it became somewhat noisy.

"Then how do you divide the personnel?"

"Usually, those who would actually defend the walls take the defensive role, and the others take the offensive role to break through. So you're on the attack team."

I grinned at being told I was on the attack team.

I needed to establish a hierarchy with Adrian, with whom I'd been bickering every time we met, and this siege warfare opportunity came at just the right time.

"Good. I've been wanting to punch Adrian in the solar plexus, and this is perfect."

"That mindset is good, but you absolutely must not overdo it. If you get seriously injured, we don't have the confidence to handle the Ashen Witch's anger. Only the Grand Mage might be able to handle it."

"No need to worry. My life is always precious to me."

After saying that, I took steps toward the mock fortress visible in the distance.
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On the walls of the mock fortress, familiar faces were already in position.

Adrian, who had been casually swinging his staff up there, immediately shouted as we approached.

"Hey, why are you so late! I thought I was going to die waiting, Declan!"

"Not my fault. Ain was late."

"Ah, it's that guy again. Ain, that idiot doesn't know that time is money—hasn't anyone told him?"

Declan naturally shifted the blame to me, and Adrian continued with a smirk, getting under my skin.

I spoke to the guys who were bursting into laughter as if they found it amusing.

"You guys are unbelievable. We've got a siege battle as an excuse now—think you can handle it, Adrian? And Declan, you're on defense, are you sure you'll be okay?"

"What nonsense from someone with no mana!"

"Asking if we'll be okay when you have no mana is just arrogance, Ain."

"..."

I didn't expect to hear the same words I'd heard not just a few times but hundreds of times before, but I didn't care anymore.

I just naturally stretched and properly put on my equipment.

The gear I hadn't used since coming here was filled with mana.

So, at the very least, I could throw a few punches at those two bastards' faces.

While I was thinking that, Declan and several others had already approached the fortress and stood facing us.

As soon as they arrived in front of the fortress, Adrian slightly raised the corner of his mouth and shouted.

"The team composition will be as usual!"

To be honest, even at a glance, the defense team's members looked much stronger.

Well.

It was inevitable since the defense team consisted of those who guarded the walls.

After all, the mock siege battle was practice for properly defending the walls.

"Time limit is until sunset! If you break through the walls and get inside before sunset, it's your victory. If we keep blocking you, it's our victory!"

The sun was still far from reaching its zenith, and as he explained that the mock siege would continue until sunset, I suddenly realized something.

If it continued until sunset, we wouldn't be able to eat lunch, though dinner might be possible.

Before leaving home, I had told Asha we'd have lunch together, but somehow that wasn't going to happen now.

Is this okay?

"..."

Ah.

I'm not sure.

At least it's not my fault, so if Asha gets angry, I'll blame Adrian.

Anyway.

"Again, the losing side has to grant Carson's requests for a week! We're starting now!"

With Adrian's words, the mages on the wall began raising their staffs one by one.

Those standing around me also took on slightly serious expressions as they gripped their weapons.

"Hehehe... Ain, prepare to get struck by lightning. What can you do without your ash powers?"

"Yeah, just wait there a bit. If I catch you, you're really dead."

Only Adrian was snickering and swinging his staff around.

And so the siege battle began.

The defense team seemed intent on not attacking until we approached, as they stood waiting with their staffs and swords raised.

With Adrian, Declan, and even Blake all on the defense team, they were all smirking at me.

Those bastards.

They must really enjoy having a legitimate reason to hit me.

After looking at each of them, I slightly turned my head to look at the most familiar guy among the attack team.

"Hey, Ismel. What did you usually do?"

If there was any consolation, it was that Ismel, the devoted husband and paladin killer, was on the attack team.

He was one of the few mages in the attack team, which numbered only about ten people.

"What do you mean?"

"Strategy, I mean strategy. It's a siege battle, so there must be some strategy or tactics you've been using until now."

I asked him how they had been conducting siege battles so far, and Ismel nodded indifferently before answering.

"Hmm... warriors charge."

Right. Warriors should charge.

"Yes. And?"

"Mages like me provide support."

That's right too. Without the support of mages, even approaching the walls would be difficult.

"...and then?"

"That's it."

"...that's not a strategy or tactic, you idiot."

But charging and supporting doesn't really count as strategy or tactics, does it?

I looked at Ismel with disbelief at his simple explanation, but he soon chuckled and shrugged nonchalantly.

"Hehe... expecting tactics and strategy from criminals is crazy. Do you think this kind of gap can be narrowed with strategy and tactics, Ain?"

As he said, the difference in strength was quite significant.

The number of troops was somewhat similar, but in terms of skill, the defense team was definitely stronger.

However.

Since there was a bet on this fight, I didn't want to lose if possible. Plus, I wanted to deflate those smug faces that were already acting like they'd won.

"The losing side has to grant Carson's requests for a week, right?"

"A week passes quickly. Don't worry."

"..."

Is he crazy?

"Don't be disappointed, Ain. The win rate has been about 20% so far. Heh, what can you do when we lose 8 out of 10 times?"

"...let's stop talking."

Perhaps it wasn't Adrian or the defense team guys who needed to establish a hierarchy through siege battles, but rather the guys in the attack team.

I sighed deeply and prepared to run toward the wall.

I loosened up by lightly rolling my feet, and turning my head slightly, I spoke to Ismel.

"Sigh... I'll need you to defend against incoming magic attacks."

"Sure, let's see the skills of the newcomer. I'm looking forward to seeing the one who defeated a paladin."

Ismel nodded indifferently as he drew a magic circle in the air, and I immediately kicked off.

While we were talking, the guys who had run ahead were already clashing swords with the defense team.

Clang-

Clash-

The sound of blades meeting echoed far.

Since they were all capable of using mana, every collision left afterimages of various colors mixing together.

Red-tinged light clusters, dark fluctuating energies, and golden sparkling colors scattered in all directions.

Those who had been rejected, abandoned, and fallen each carried various light clusters, illuminating themselves much more beautifully than expected.

And I arrived among them.

"Ugh... the rookie's here! I thought you were too scared and ran away!"

"Ain, hurry up and help! Urgh...! I don't want to be Carson's errand boy for another week!"

The attack team guys who were already engaged in battle glanced at me and grinned.

"Hey, Ain! As a rookie, you must be prepared for your initiation!!"

"Now you'll pay for refusing to spar with me all this time, Ain."

The defense team guys ran toward me with sinister smiles, and Declan was pointing his sword at me while spouting nonsense.

So.

"Haah..."

I raised my sword and took a deep breath.

Mana began to flow from my sword, and as if gradually soaking in, my gauntlets, armor, and even boots glowed blue.

Four people were rushing at me.

However, it wasn't much different from when I faced the paladin.

'Whether it's one-on-one or one against many, it's all the same, Ain.'

Even though there were more attacks coming at me, what I needed to do was still the same—deflect, dodge, and look for openings to strike.

Reminding myself of this, I thrust my body toward the closest approaching sword.

Scraaatch-

The blade swinging from the left made that sound as it scraped across my armor.

"Wh-what the...!"

Though it was quite close, I managed to dive inside his range in one breath, and I grabbed the collar of my opponent who was startled by my bizarre action.

"Initiation, my ass."

"W-wait a moment...!"

He wasn't wearing armor.

"Take this, rookie initiation, you damn criminals!"

For someone like him, it was enough to just slam him hard onto the ground while releasing mana from my gauntlet.

Crash-

"Gaaack...!"

A short death cry was heard, and then dust billowed up from the dirt ground.

In an instant, the surrounding view was completely obscured by dust.

Of course, my vision was also completely blocked, but I didn't really care.

Because.

"Got you, Declan. You conscienceless elite knight bastard."

"Ha... have you ever seen such a crazy guy."

Since everyone around me was on the opposing side, all I had to do was rush at anyone and settle things.

I kicked off and navigated through the dust cloud, and luckily found Declan first. With a smirk, I immediately thrust my sword at him.

"Let's see just how strong the elite knight is."

"...Alright, since you claimed with your own mouth that you defeated a paladin, I'll go all out."

Screech-

"Hey, you son of a—!"

"I'll personally show you how knights educate newcomers, Ain."

Clang-

My sword and his met, and a loud explosive sound rang out.

Declan's mana was golden.

His sword, tinged with golden light, was already pushing mine back and swinging.
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Elite Knight.

It seemed to be about two ranks lower than Sir Joseph of Krepen.

It's rather amusing that someone who could never become a knight would know the detailed structure of knight rankings.

The little I did know was because I still remembered what Sir Joseph had told me.

'Assuming you have mana-infused equipment, your skill level? Hmm... it's ambiguous. You could probably defeat apprentice knights or regular knights.'

Whenever he evaluated my skills, he would compare them to knight rankings like that.

'Up to senior knights... in favorable conditions, one-on-one, you might stand a chance. Of course, you'd be battered afterward, but winning is what matters, right?'

So.

'But elite knights are out of the question. With your current skills, your head would roll in three exchanges, Ain.'

According to Sir Joseph, elite knights were monsters who could slice my neck in an instant if I ever faced them.

It was a high position that could only be attained after surviving countless battles on the battlefield.

These were people with a gap in experience that couldn't be overcome no matter how much training or combat one went through.

*Clang-*

"Huff! Sorry, but I'm not a rookie knight...!"

*Chaeng-*

"You certainly have better skills than those rookie knights."

Of course, then and now were different.

Now I had experiences of crossing the boundary of death multiple times.

Black mages, ancient mages and paladins, and various other encounters had all accumulated.

So I can do this.

*Kwaaang-*

I dodge the straight-flying magic stream by throwing my magic-resistant robe in that direction to slightly twist away.

"Hehe... so you counter magic that way."

I had expected that damn Ismel wouldn't cast defensive magic at the right time.

I could tell just from his snickering laughter when he said he wanted to see my skills.

Of course, my eyes are fixed intently on the sword that follows in a connected swing.

The irrationality of mana and divine power.

Techniques that would require my muscles to twist and joints to bend unnaturally for me to accomplish.

*Kagagagak-*

"Huh... I didn't expect you to block that."

I learned about attacks that fly in trajectories impossible for ordinary humans while fighting paladins.

Just like then, I grab the blade of my sword and rotate it along the flat of Declan's sword, getting closer.

*Ssssut-*

When his sword bends grotesquely again to change direction, I let my body flow with the sword.

Naturally, this brings me extremely close to Declan.

Point-blank range where swords can't be properly swung.

I don't know about elite knights, but weapon users are usually vulnerable in such situations.

Since they rarely experience situations where they can't use their weapons, creating a situation where only fists and feet are useful becomes their weakness.

And.

I meet Declan's momentarily wavering eyes.

Since this is something he has rarely experienced, he hasn't made a proper judgment yet.

Thinking this, I immediately thrust my sword between his legs and plant my scabbard into the ground in a crisscross with the sword to prevent his escape.

The X-shaped cross of my sword and scabbard blocks his movement.

Even if he decides to back away or drop his sword now, it's far too late.

*Pueok-*

With that satisfying sound, my fist finally strikes Declan's face.

His face, which had remained expressionless until now, contorts in pain, and he sprawls on the ground as his feet catch on my sword.

"Kugh...!"

Finally, a short scream escapes his mouth.

So.

I immediately pull my sword and scabbard from the ground, then thrust them back into the joints of Declan's armor as he tries to get up, pinning him to the ground.

Of course, since this was a mock battle, I didn't pierce his flesh, but it was enough to immobilize him.

Standing on Declan's chest plate as he lay pinned to the ground, I spoke.

"Declan."

"...What kind of insane fighting style is this, Ain."

It's a fighting style that only assumes victory.

I don't care if you call it vile or despicable—I'll do whatever it takes to win.

"That's why I asked if you could handle it."

"...You really are a madman. Fine, I admit defeat this time."

Declan sighed deeply as if in disbelief and said so.

But.

I don't think he intends to end this situation with just a declaration of surrender.

"Since you were usually nice, I'll only hit you three times."

The accounts aren't properly settled yet.

Declan gets three hits because he was usually nice, Blake gets five hits because he stuck out his tongue and laughed earlier.

Finally, Adrian gets twenty hits because his usual behavior toward me was quite vicious.

"What...? Wait, wait...!"

Declan seemed flustered by my words, opening his eyes wide and telling me to stop, but.

"Don't open your mouth, clench your teeth and surround yourself with mana. I won't be responsible if your teeth break. Heuup!!"

"This is a mock battle, Ain. You crazy bastard...!"

*Kwaaang-*

I knew very well that if they had won, they would have beaten me up under the pretext of a rookie initiation.

So.

*Kwaaang-*

I pounded Declan's face exactly three times.

*Kwaaang-*

I used 20% of my gauntlet's mana to hit him with all my might, but I truly stopped at three hits.

"A...in. You damn... bastard..."

"Just lie there and sleep."

Leaving the now unconscious Declan behind, I pulled out my sword and scabbard and put them back on my waist.

The noisy battlefield had suddenly gone quiet.

The dust had cleared long ago, and I could clearly see everyone around me.

Blake, who was about to cast magic at me, Adrian, who was still laughing mischievously, and all the others were staring in surprise at me standing unharmed and Declan sprawled out.

"What are you looking at?"

In truth, my body wasn't in great shape either.

My knuckles and elbows were already broken and crushed, and the pain had been surging for a while.

It's the kind of fighting that makes you wonder what kind of brute would fight to this extent in a mock battle.

"We need to continue the siege. Adrian, Blake. Both of you wait a little."

Of course.

"Huh... a madman has rolled in."

"No, I understand Adrian, but why me...?"

I was already starting to emit blue mana again despite my condition.

If I'm going to keep using this equipment, I need to get used to the pain, and a mock battle where we're limited to not killing each other was a suitable battlefield for using mana equipment.

"I'm coming to kill you soon."

Leaving the fallen Declan behind, I planted my feet again.

The guys who had been snickering at me were nowhere to be seen. Those who had been rushing toward me talking about rookie initiation were now running toward other guys.

As if they were clearing the way for me to reach Adrian and Blake.

So Adrian's urgent voice began to be heard.

"Hey, hey...! You idiots, what are you doing letting him approach the wall!! Shit, cast magic quickly!!"

Magic immediately flew at me, but it hit the barrier surrounding me with a *pueong-* sound and was blocked.

"Hehe... this rookie is the real deal. It wasn't an exaggeration that he defeated a paladin."

That was a barrier created by Ismel and the other mages around him.

These bastards.

They were all doing nothing earlier, but only after I took down Declan did they cast multiple layers of barriers on me.

"Ah, you sons of bitches! Even if it's a mock siege, do it properly! Hurry up and come stop this crazy Ain!!"

The vanguard guys from the defense team are quietly giving me thumbs up.

As if the meaning of which team wins or loses has already disappeared, everyone seems to be expecting me to beat up Adrian.

And I don't disappoint their expectations.

While the incoming magic continues to be blocked by the barrier, I finally reach the castle wall.

"This fu..."

"Adrian, wait there."

I scatter mana from my gauntlets and boots.

I grab onto the uneven parts of the castle wall and climb up like a madman.

"This guy is really insane... can't even use lethal magic..."

Even I thought it was a bizarre sight, but I didn't care.

"Hey. Clench your teeth. You get twenty hits."

"...Ah."

All I needed was to be able to beat up Adrian and Blake.

*Kwaaang-*

Adrian took a punch and flew into the ground.

I immediately grabbed Blake's collar who was standing next to him.

"Hey, hey. Can't I surrender...?"

"What do you think?"

"Ah, shit...."

*Kwaaang-*

Of course, I sent Blake flying into the ground next to him too.

As the sun began to dim, we all headed to Carson's restaurant.

"Kahahaha!! Adrian, Declan, Blake—what happened to your faces?!"

"...Shut up, Carson."

As soon as we entered the restaurant, Carson burst into laughter seeing the state of the three men's faces, and the other guys also snickered and teased them.

And I approached Asha and my companions who had arrived earlier.

"Asha."

"Ain, didn't we agree to have lunch together?"

"I'm sorry."

I apologized immediately.

Whenever Asha's gaze turned even slightly cold, the reason didn't matter.

Regardless of whether she was ash-colored or not, it was simply a necessary choice.

So as I bowed my head, I soon heard Asha's sigh.

"Haah... come here. I'll heal you."

"Ah, okay."

"I already knew from Carson at lunch. That you'd be late because of the mock siege."

"Sorry. Next time I'll... Ah, aaack...! It hurts! It hurts, Asha...! Kuuugh...!"

Asha beckoned me with a flick of her hand, and as soon as I approached, she grabbed my broken arm and shook it.

"If you're sorry, don't come in this state. Who comes all battered up?"

"I understand...! I was wrong! Aaack...!"

"Are you really reflecting on your actions?"

"I really did wrong... Kuaagak...!"

No matter how much I screamed in pain, she just looked at me with half-closed eyes and kept asking if I was truly sorry.

Of course, eventually she sighed deeply and healed me.

It hurt like hell.
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Time had grown late.

These days, it had become my routine to have dinner at Carson's restaurant, inevitably drink myself into a stupor, and then stagger home.

So naturally, today—after the siege battle ended and I got scolded by Asha—I was finishing my day the same way.

Eileen, who had crawled home like a dog the first time she drank, now claimed she didn't like alcohol because it tasted bad. She would just eat her fill and head home early with the children.

"Urgh... kid... the quack and I... ugh... will go first, so drink moderately... urgh..."

"Is it even possible for a dwarf to have such low alcohol tolerance?"

"Ugh... that's discriminatory against dwarves, you damn heavyweight..."

Old man Horn, despite being a dwarf, had surprisingly low alcohol tolerance. After a few beers, his face turned bright red as Avery supported him home.

"Ain... hm... Ain... where did you go...?"

"I'm still right beside you."

"Heehee..."

Asha had gotten drunk long ago and was swaying, but she insisted on going home with me and ended up falling asleep with her head on the table.

Actually, everyone who had come to the restaurant with us had already gotten thoroughly drunk and headed to their respective homes.

Now the only ones left in the restaurant were the dozing Asha, me, the dazed girl Alicia who was cleaning up the messy tables, and the owner Carson.

"..."

In the now-empty interior, only the clattering of dishes and the "clang" of plates colliding echoed.

The girl named Alicia cleaned the tables at a sluggish pace, constantly glancing at me.

I wasn't sure if she was hinting that I should leave soon, or if she just found me fascinating.

Despite seeing each other every day, I'd rarely seen her speak. I couldn't tell what was going on in her mind.

Just like Asha when she was young, this girl was the same.

She would occasionally lift the corners of her mouth and give brief answers only to Carson, whom she trusted and relied on.

When others spoke to her or looked at her, she would stare blankly for a moment before scurrying away.

I wonder if all young Ash-colored people spend their childhood like that, without ash powder flying around or emotions becoming intense.

I used to think such behavior was strange, but seeing it again after so long, it seemed quite cute.

"Pfft..."

Thinking this, I gently waved at Alicia who kept glancing at me, and she stared at me blankly before grabbing an empty plate and scurrying away.

It was about time to get up.

With all the customers gone, it would be impolite to linger and waste time.

So I finished the remaining beer and snacks, then got up.

I quickly tidied our messy table, stacked the plates, and headed to the kitchen where Carson was washing dishes.

"Hey, Carson."

"Hm? Want something else to eat?"

Despite probably being tired from running the restaurant until late at night, he turned his head with a grin at my call.

Of course, I did want to eat more. But more than that, I didn't want to be a bother.

With that thought, I shook my head and replied.

"No. I've finished eating and brought the plates. I'll help clean the other tables too."

"Hehehe... you're unnecessarily considerate. Thanks, Ain!"

"Don't mention it. I'm the one who should be thankful."

I handed him the plates I was holding, then gently patted Alicia's head as she slowly approached the kitchen with plates.

She flinched and tensed her shoulders.

Her every action reminded me of Asha when she was young, making her quite adorable.

I burst into laughter again and headed toward the messy tables.

Those damn criminals never learned to clean up after themselves, leaving a pile too burdensome for the child to clean alone.

"I should teach them some basic manners starting tomorrow."

"Hahaha! Even if you tell them, they'll forget after getting drunk anyway!"

"They keep doing it because you let them get away with it."

Carson just laughed heartily, suggesting it wasn't a big deal, and continued washing dishes.

Anyway.

I quickly stacked the plates and brought them to the kitchen so Carson's daughter wouldn't have to work too hard.

"These are the last plates."

"Thank you! Thanks to you, my daughter had it a bit easier today!"

He grinned as he took the plates and immediately started washing them. I watched Alicia slowly wiping the tables.

A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I blurted it out.

"Hey, Carson."

"Yes, what is it?"

"Why do you bother running this restaurant here?"

It was a question I'd been wondering about since I first learned there was a restaurant in this valley.

"Hm? What kind of random question is that?"

"Well, if you're not making money, there's no reason to run a business, right? I don't understand why you'd run a restaurant from lunch until late at night when it must be tiring."

"..."

In this valley, money is completely useless.

He said people pay by bartering or helping each other, but even that doesn't really matter.

There was no need to run a business because people would readily give items and help if you asked.

So there was nothing to gain from running a business.

"It must be tiring to run the restaurant without breaks. You keep it open every day, and I wonder if you really need to go this far."

"Well... it is tiring, of course!"

"The people living here wouldn't get angry even if you only opened the restaurant three days a week."

Except for Carson and his restaurant, the valley's landscape is always peaceful and relaxed.

Besides defending the walls, there's nothing that needs to be done, so everyone lives leisurely—resting, eating, and playing.

Some cut wood to make sculptures, others tend gardens to alleviate boredom.

Some climb the mountains to gather herbs or fish leisurely in the large lake behind.

Several people gather to exercise and spar. They unite under the pretext of mock siege battles, and all laugh together while having drinks.

That's why I couldn't understand why Carson would work so hard running a restaurant without gaining anything.

However.

Carson thought for a moment while washing dishes, then answered with a wistful smile.

"Ain."

"Yeah?"

"My wife was beaten to death."

That was a rather bitter statement to make while smiling.

He muttered quietly enough that Alicia, who was cleaning tables and sweeping the floor, couldn't hear.

"..."

"She was beaten to death by the guards while protecting and hiding our Ash-colored child. The kingdom where I lived was close to the Papal State, so everyone intensely hated the Ash-colored."

"..."

"If you ask what wrong my daughter did, she did nothing at all. She was just a bit curious despite her dazed state, and while we weren't looking, she wandered out into the street."

Carson continued his story in an uncharacteristically calm voice, as if the memory was still vivid.

"My wife and I realized too late and ran out of the house together, but what could we do? People had already discovered that our daughter was Ash-colored."

"...I see."

"Yes. Actually, my wife and I were both beaten, but then my wife was hit in the head and her eyes rolled back. Just before that, she whispered to me to take our child and run, and then she just died."

By now his hands had stopped, and instead of the clattering sound, only the soft "swish-swish" of a broom could be heard from the girl sweeping in the distance.

"Actually, that's why my daughter has forgotten the memories of that time. The shock of seeing someone die while protecting her was too great, so she has no memory of my wife since then."

"..."

"So I ran. I ran like crazy, stole a carriage, and fled through the open city gates, ignoring the guards. I don't know how far I ran. I just kept running without rest, feeding my daughter whatever edible plants and berries I could find in the surrounding forests."

My casual question had somehow drawn out Carson's deeply buried feelings.

My mind, which had been slightly dizzy from alcohol, was now completely clear, and his words registered sharply in my ears.

"That's how I finally arrived here, evading the pursuing guards and Papal knights. Actually, I didn't know what this place was. I just saw walls between the valley, and I came in because they were casting magic at my pursuers, not at me."

"..."

"Only after entering did I learn it was a place full of criminals, and fearing they might hate and try to kill my daughter too, I growled like a beast while holding Alicia. In reality, I'm just an ordinary human without mana or anything special."

He smiled slightly as if recalling his first meeting with the people living here, and naturally resumed washing dishes.

"But you know what? The guys here were a bit surprised, but they didn't dislike my daughter. No one... no one looked at her with hatred. Instead, they offered us a place to stay and told us to live comfortably."

"They're good people."

"Right. They're all good people. So to answer your original question... I opened the restaurant because I wanted to repay these good people somehow. All I can offer is warm food, since I have no special abilities."

Carson said this and then burst into hearty laughter, scrubbing the dishes vigorously, apparently in a good mood.

Though I felt conflicted, watching his profile and scratching my head.

"Damn... if I'd known this was the story, I wouldn't have asked."

"Hehehe... what does it matter? It's an old story now. I'm happy now, Ain."

He continued washing dishes while humming, and by then Alicia had finished sweeping and ran over to hug Carson's legs.

"Sigh... how should I pay for what we ate this time?"

"Hmm! I'll give you a discount since you helped clean up. Come tomorrow and help with brewing beer, and gather some wild vegetables from the mountain!"

Beer brewing and gathering mountain vegetables, huh.

"I guess tomorrow I'll just be working like a slave all day."

"Hahaha! Considering how much your companions ate, I'm giving you a bargain, Ain!"

Since Eileen ate the most, I should bring her along to work.

"I'll bring several workers for you to use as you please."

"Great! See you tomorrow then!"

With that thought, I said goodbye to Carson and picked up the still-sleeping Asha.

And then.

"Ain."

Just as I was about to leave the restaurant, Carson's voice called from the kitchen.

"Yeah, what?"

"For me, this is the happiest place on earth."

He grinned as he stroked Alicia's head.

"I can see that without you saying it."

"This is the only place where no one hates my Ash-colored daughter, and instead treats those who would hate her as strange."

He looks at me with honest, intelligent eyes.

"So, you know."

"..."

Perhaps I already know what he's going to say.

"You don't need to go back out there either, Ain. There's no place happier or more peaceful for the Ash-colored than here."

"...I know."

His words, after living here for quite some time, were filled with certainty, trying to hold me here forever.

"This is a place where even the Ash-colored can live normally, Ain."

"..."

"The end of your journey is here."

The ending I wanted.

The things I wished for.

"...I enjoyed the meal today too, Carson."

"Yeah, get home safely."

He says everything I want is right here.

The night is still cold.

"Hehe, Ain... I love you."

"...Me too."

The two hands embracing me are quite affectionate and warm.
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Time flows on.

Regardless of how troubled my mind became after Carson's words, our days in the valley continued uninterrupted.

Several more days had already passed since then.

I pushed my complicated feelings aside and pretended everything was normal as I interacted with my companions and mingled with the criminals of the valley.

And.

Perhaps my words and actions betrayed my hesitation a little.

While I was hesitating, my companions approached me one by one to talk.

"Kid, so what's the next plan?"

"...Actually, I haven't decided yet."

"Hmm, is that so? Well... think about it some more."

Horn asked me about our plans.

The old dwarf was curious about where we would head next.

"Ain, if we need to ga-gather ingredients for the ash suppressant, we'll pr-probably need to leave the valley..."

"...That's true."

"Actually, other ingredients are st-starting to run low too..."

"Just wait a bit. I'm still thinking about what to do."

"Haha... o-okay."

Avery approached cautiously, reading my mood.

The quack doctor showed me his increasingly empty herb pouch with an awkward smile.

"We made friends!"

"Did you?"

"Yes! We told them about the outside world and they were all amazed!!"

"I see... that must have been fun."

"Of course! We promised to tell them more stories next time!"

Yaki and Tori hugged my legs with bright smiles.

The twin children looked up at me with such innocent expressions, saying they needed to gather more stories about the outside world.

"Umm, I'm a bit hungry... Perhaps Ain..."

"Go to Carson's restaurant and get something to eat."

"Yay~"

Eileen just went to eat.

The noble lady always seemed to have nothing on her mind, making her the easiest to deal with these days.

Of course I knew.

I wasn't so stupid that I couldn't tell everyone had been carefully watching my mood for some time now.

The truth is.

Although our individual dreams had brought us together, that didn't mean we were meant to stop and end our journey here.

Horn, Avery, the twins, and even Eileen—none of them had started this journey intending to end it here.

That's why they were all saying such things to me.

Just as the valley residents whispered to me not to leave, my companions were suggesting we should move forward again.

As my worries stretched on, our stay in the valley extended day by day.

While I was lost in thought, a finger poked my face.

"Ain."

"Ah... yes. Asha."

And of course it was Asha's delicate finger.

She had approached me and spoke with a bright smile.

"Would you like to take a walk with me? It's been a while."

"A walk?"

That came out of nowhere.

"Yes, we used to do it often when we were in the Empire. Walking through the market streets, playing pranks in the square."

"We did."

The conversation became even more unexpected as she mixed in talk about our time in the Empire.

After all, the last time she had suggested we take a walk together was truly back in the Empire.

Asha simply smiled brightly and extended her hand to me.

"That's why. Today I suddenly felt like taking a walk together."

"Hmm, sure. Let's do that."

I looked at her wiggling, fluttering hand before breaking into a smile and taking it.

Asha firmly grasped my hand and led the way, opening the door and stepping outside.

Without wearing her robe, necklace, bracelets, or anklets, she naturally took steps forward.

Perhaps.

Our roles had become the complete opposite of when we were children.

As Asha's footsteps made a steady sound moving forward.

My footsteps responded with soft sounds as I followed behind her.

"..."

"..."

Her profile looked relaxed.

The corners of her mouth turned up slightly revealing her mood, and her eyes gently closed and opened, basking in the sunlight.

She looked so mature and dignified that one might mistake her for someone else, as if her former awkward and naive self had never existed.

"Ain."

"Yes."

She nodded in greeting to someone we passed by and then called my name.

Then she casually brought up what the others probably couldn't bring themselves to say.

"Do you like it here, Ain?"

"..."

"Ain, you really like this place, don't you?"

After rushing forward continuously until now, yet staying here for well over a month with no thought of leaving.

It was a natural question, if anything.

"...Yes. That's right."

And that was true.

Honestly, I quite liked this valley and the people living here.

Come to think of it.

From childhood until now, I had no memories of resting comfortably or freely doing what I wanted.

I always had to move busily and always had to be anxious.

I liked how everything here was leisurely and peaceful.

I liked that no one disliked Asha.

Rather, this small valley seemed more normal and ordinary than the vast outside world, which shook my firm beliefs.

"Actually, I heard a bit while I was dozing off. Your conversation with Carson."

"..."

I didn't question at all when Carson called this the happiest land that night.

Honestly, I also thought there couldn't possibly be a happier place for someone with ash-colored features to live.

As he said, perhaps the end of my journey was actually here, and surely even someone ash-colored could live normally here.

In other words, I had somehow convinced myself of this.

That's why.

I wondered if perhaps we could end our journey here.

And Asha turns to face me.

She stops walking and spins around naturally approaching me.

"If that's what Ain wants, I don't mind."

She says.

Though her eyes are blurred with ash color, the patterns engraved in them shimmer brilliantly as always.

"If you're confident you won't regret it, I'll always respect your decision."

The corners of her mouth turn up.

There's always a slight blush that spreads when she looks at me.

Her ash-colored hair sways naturally with the wind.

"If you say you want to stop now after all your hard work, I'll follow your decision. Even if the other companions leave because they don't like it, I'll definitely stay by your side."

As time passed and she grew, the dull color faded, leaving only a calm and elegant hue.

Swirling with a light that could be called silver rather than ash-colored, she speaks.

"But keep thinking about it, Ain."

Words she might have buried after calling my name countless times.

"Whether you're truly confident you can live your whole life missing your mother and father waiting in the Empire, Uncle Rendo and Idrin, Master Yansen, and even Master Rini."

Words that penetrated all my worries and gently reached the essence.

"Whether it's really okay to give up on the journey itself that you wanted so badly and finish your life here, even if it wasn't specifically because of me."

"..."

"What you truly want to do. Keep thinking about it, and make your decision that way."

Asha said this while looking straight into my eyes.

She didn't particularly embrace me.

Unlike usual.

"I'll follow whatever decision you make."

Rather than coming to me and hugging me, she just poked my forehead with her finger and made a mischievous expression while nodding her head.

After that happened, I continued living similarly for a few more days.

It was partly because my feelings were too skewed to one side to make a decision easily.

And then I finally chose what action to take.

First, I started by finding Adrian.

"Hey, Adrian."

"Why are you calling me, you bastard."

He must have been so upset about getting hit by me last time that he still squinted his eyes when he saw me.

Honestly, I found it ridiculous, so I teased him.

"Ah, this guy is quite old but still sulking. I said I'm sorry, didn't I? If you improve your skills a bit more, you might be able to hit me once, man."

"You, this fu—... Huff... So why did you come looking for me?"

Anyway.

The reason I sought out Adrian was simple.

"You said to come ask if I had questions. Well, I have a question now."

"I also added not to come because it's annoying. Sigh, fine. What do you want to know?"

"Where does the Archmage live?"

For now, I wanted to meet the Archmage.
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What is an Archmage?

If someone were to ask me that question, I would probably always give the same answer.

It's an honorable title that only a select few who have reached the foundation of knowledge can receive.

It's a term reserved only for geniuses who have mastered and created numerous spells, bringing significant changes to people's daily lives.

So.

At least to me, an Archmage was a sage.

I thought they were individuals who had mastered the world through a combination of ability, genius, years of experience.

"Why are you suddenly looking for the Archmage?"

"I have something I want to ask."

To be precise, I wanted to seek advice.

Whether it was right to just be content and continue living here, or whether I should move forward and face dangers again by heading outside.

I thought I'd like to get even a little advice about my persistent concerns from someone who had mastered many things.

Of course, the small golem at Veritas Hotel would soon be ready for reuse after its cooldown period, but I wasn't just looking for rational results compiled from organized data.

Adrian thought about my answer carefully, making a "hmm" sound while nodding his head slightly before responding.

"Hmm, I don't want to tell you."

"Hey, you bastard."

That wasn't really an answer. It was more like being difficult.

"Kids these days have no manners, no manners at all. If you wanted such important information, you should have asked politely while offering a gift."

"Oh you crazy bastard, just tell me quickly instead of saying weird things."

"Hmm~ I told you to come back politely with a gift, but you immediately call me a crazy bastard. Looking at that, you don't deserve to know. Go away, Ain."

He kept waving one hand as if demanding I give him something, while raising the corner of his mouth smugly.

"...So you want a gift."

"That's the proper way. There has to be give and take, don't you think?"

That smug expression of his, acting all high and mighty while demanding I hurry up and give him something, was utterly disgusting.

So.

"If the royal assassin who used to be a court mage wants a gift so badly, I should give you one."

"Yes, yes~ I'm looking forward to seeing what you'll give... huh?"

I smoothly drew my sword from its scabbard.

"You'll accept a sword stab as a gift too, right? I'll fill it with plenty of mana, so make sure you receive it well."

"Hey, hey, shit. You can't do that here...! That's only possible in mock siege battles, this is the actual castle wall, you bastard!!"

As I've mentioned repeatedly, the most important thing in battle against a mage is whether you can close the distance or not.

And fortunately, since we were in the middle of a conversation, we were only a few steps apart.

"You said you wanted a gift, so I should give you one. Don't be shy. I'll stuff it into your body with all my heart."

"Oh, you son of a...! Hey, don't swing that!!"

Mana glows blue.

The scene of it flowing down along the sword was quite beautiful, making it quite suitable as a gift.

"I'll hear your answer if you're still alive after receiving the gift. Thanks for the entertainment until now, Adrian."

Yes.

Thanks to you, I wasn't bored.

Farewell, royal assassin.

I grinned and swung my sword, while Adrian kept cursing before finally blurting out the answer I wanted.

"Oh...! The cliff, you bastard! The hut at the edge of the cliff! The Archmage lives there, so get lost and go there!"

"Hmm, thanks. That's Adrian for you. Your information is always reliable."

Of course, the sword stopped in mid-air, dispersing its blue light.

After putting the sword back in its scabbard and patting Adrian's shoulder a couple of times, I immediately started walking away.

"...Don't come to me again even if you have more questions. I won't tell you anything."

"Pfft... That's what you get for being so smug. Oh, right. Take this. It's a token of gratitude."

I threw what I had brought to him as he was busy raising his middle finger at me.

Actually, even though I wasn't polite, I had brought something as a gift.

"...What kind of sandwich is this?"

Adrian opened the wrapper, looked at the sandwich inside, and then looked at me as if he couldn't believe it.

"You're on lunch duty today, so I figured you wouldn't get to eat properly. I stopped by Carson's restaurant and got that for you."

"Hey, you bastard.... You should have given this to me first and then asked."

"But that wouldn't be fun. I'm leaving. Enjoy your meal."

"Oh, that crazy bastard."

And so.

Even as I walked away, Adrian maintained his incredulous expression, continuing to give me the middle finger.









A small hut at the edge of a cliff.

Somehow.

After living in the valley for nearly two months and meeting criminals of all races, I thought it was strange that I had never seen anyone called an Archmage.

According to Adrian, the Archmage rarely leaves the hut, living almost in seclusion.

He added that the Archmage was quite old and might soon follow the Sword Saint and Knight Commander who had died earlier, which made me uneasy.

Perhaps.

"...Surely not."

I hope I won't encounter something absurd like knocking on the door, entering the hut, and finding only a cold corpse inside.

Even Adrian must have at least checked whether the Archmage was alive or dead before telling me.

With these thoughts, I climbed the mountain.

The edge of the cliff obviously referred to the high cliff divided into two sides, and there was a small hut barely visible when looking up at the sky.

"Ah... why live in a place like that...."

I don't know if there's such a thing as a levitation spell, and I'm not a mage anyway, so I climbed the mountain with great effort.

At some point, the mountain ended and became a steep cliff, forcing me to climb by stabbing my sword and scabbard into rock crevices.

So.

"Huff...! Please don't be a cold corpse...!"

Please just be alive.

At least be in a state where you can respond to what I say.



How much time had passed?

Only after the sun, which had been high in the sky, had moved quite far to the side did I finally reach the edge of the cliff.

Strangely, at the edge that looked like it could break off at any moment, there stood a small, solitary hut.

In front of it was a small vegetable garden and even a seemingly useless fence.

In other words, it gave off a strong eccentric vibe.

I began to wonder if I had come here for nothing.

"..."

While Archmages are praised and called masters of all knowledge, they're also sometimes called mentally ill because they've transcended humanity in some aspects.

Those who transcend the human category are usually strange.

With such thoughts, I sighed deeply and approached the hut.

After briefly looking around the shabby, rather unsightly exterior of the hut, I swallowed hard and knocked on the door.

Knock knock-

Following the sound of knocking on the wooden door, there was a rustling sound from inside.

Light footsteps gradually approaching.

The wooden door opening with a creaking sound.

And beyond the open door was a beautiful young girl who looked about Alicia's age.

"Who are you?"

"...Oh."

What's this?

Adrian definitely didn't mention anything about a servant girl living with the Archmage.

As I just stood there with my mouth agape, the girl tilted her head and looked up at me.

"Do you need something?"

"Um... I heard the Archmage lives here, is he inside right now?"

I awkwardly explained my purpose to the girl, and she let out a short sigh at my words.

"Ah... so you came to see the Archmage..."

"...?"

"Well... the Archmage recently fell asleep and then..."

"...??"

"Given the age... um. Yes..."

What?

The girl, with a gloomy expression, fidgeted with her hands and couldn't finish her sentence, just mumbling.

According to what she was saying, it sounded like the Archmage was already dead.

Adrian had mentioned that the Archmage was quite old and might be dead, and now the girl from the hut was also glumly trailing off.

"Wait, so the Archmage is gone now...?"

"A few days ago..."

"Huh..."

As I let out a dejected sigh, the girl bowed her head deeply.

After days of contemplation, I had finally decided to come here, but in the time I wasted thinking, the Archmage had already died of old age.

Perhaps I should have acted instead of spending time contemplating.


I thought about this as I blankly stared at the top of the girl's head.

Seeing her shoulders trembling with her head bowed, it seemed like she was crying...

Wait a minute.

Somehow, it doesn't seem like she's crying.

And just as I thought that, she raised her head and looked up at me.

Actually, "looking up" was no longer an accurate description.

"Just kidding. It was a joke. Come inside, little one."

"Hey, you..."

Our eye levels were the same.

After briefly lowering her head and raising it again, her youthful face had transformed into that of a more mature woman, and strangely, her ears had become slightly pointed.

"Hoho... it's been a while since a new child came, so I played a little prank. Yes, little one who has questions for me. I'm curious about what's troubling you."

The once ordinary eyes now bore the symbol characteristic of mages.

"You trickster."

"What...?"

You scared me.

Ch.166 - Episode 8. Valley of the Fallen. (14)
# Episode 8. Valley of the Fallen

The interior of the cabin was surprisingly spacious.

While from the outside it appeared to be a small log cabin suitable for one or two people, the inside was much larger than the two-story house we had built.

The hallway from the entrance was clearly short, yet as we walked, it grew longer and longer, creating doors on both sides.

"Hmm~"

"..."

The Archmage walking ahead nodded as she passed several rooms, then opened a door and entered when she apparently found the room she was looking for.

The scene we encountered was a kitchen with a dining table.

Sunlight shone through a window half-covered by curtains, and as we entered, a fire lit up in the hearth.

A window, huh.

I'm not sure how it's possible to have such a natural-looking window in what was just a small cabin.

Well.

It seems magic really can accomplish all sorts of things. If I wanted to get rich, the answer would be to travel with Asha, thoroughly study folk magic, and create efficient magical tools.

Anyway.

Following the gesture of the Archmage whose name I still didn't know, I quietly sat at the table, and she flicked her staff to take out a teapot and what looked like dried leaves, placing them over the fire.

Soon, as the water began to boil with a bubbling sound, she tapped the hearth with her staff, and it began walking toward the table on four legs as if it had developed a consciousness.

"...wow."

This was magic I'd never seen before.

The expanding hallway, the walking hearth.

It was more mysterious and magical than simply shooting beams of light.

As I stared at the hearth in amazement, the Archmage let out a chuckle and sat across from me.

When the hearth reached the table, it extinguished its fire and somehow managed to lift the teapot onto the table, though I had no idea how that was possible.

Then the woman sitting across from me naturally poured tea into cups and offered one to me.

"Here, drink up."

"Ah..., yes. Thank you."

Steam rose gently from the cup.

The aroma was quite pleasant, so I lifted the cup with both hands and let the tea flow into my mouth. It had a pleasantly warm and fragrant taste.

It had clearly been boiling vigorously, yet it was just the right temperature.

Once again, everything was full of wonder.

I kept sipping the tea in admiration, and the Archmage, who had been watching me with her chin resting on her hand, took a sip of her own tea before speaking.

"Well, how is it? Is the taste alright?"

"Yes, it's delicious."

Of course it was delicious.

The tea was fragrant, and enjoying tea leisurely was an experience I rarely had, so I liked it.

The Archmage seemed pleased with my answer, nodding with a broad smile.

Her slightly pointed ears kept fluttering.

"Hmm~ That's good. Some of the other children really disliked it."

"Huh, why would they dislike this?"

"Well, they said dried beetles aren't proper ingredients for brewing tea. But I think as long as there's no harm to the body and it tastes good, that's all that matters."

What.

"..."

"Dried larvae ground into tea are nutty and delicious. Should I prepare that for your next cup?"

"...ah."

This bitch, seriously.

This is why you should heed the common saying that Archmages have somewhat psychopathic tendencies.

Speaking of which.

"Hmm... bitch..."

I meant to curse only in my thoughts, but I accidentally said it out loud while looking directly at her face.

"I'm sorry."

Of course, I didn't spit out the tea I had drunk.

It was honestly delicious.

Besides, considering the larvae grill I had eaten at Asha's forceful recommendation, dried larvae or beetles weren't really inedible.

It was just her teasing attitude that made me curse without thinking.

"That's a novel experience."

"I'm sorry."

"You're the first child to blurt out profanity at me. I never expected to have such a new experience at my age."

"...I'm sorry."

Words spoken without filtering have nothing to do with my intentions, Archmage elder.

I kept apologizing with such thoughts in mind, and she soon smiled and replied.

"It's alright. I can easily overlook the profanity of a polite child who finishes the tea I served."

"Ah, yes... thank you."

"Good. Would you like another cup?"

"Well... if you're offering, I'll gratefully accept."

"Hehe, I should showcase another tea leaf then."

She really is a strange person.

Actually, she's not even human.

Humans with ears so pointed that they flutter whenever emotions show don't exist in this world.

Maybe an Elf...?

But her ears are significantly shorter than those of other Elves in the valley.

Then a Nymph...?

But she doesn't match the impression of Nymphs I've seen in books.

If not that, could she be a Demon...

I was just thinking about this while watching the woman elegantly pour tea, when she glanced at me and spoke with a raised corner of her mouth.

"I'm a Half-Elf. My mother was human, my father was an Elf."

"...I haven't said anything yet."

"You've been glancing at my ears the whole time, so how could I not know? Being a Half-Elf, my ears are shorter than an Elf's. I'm neither a Nymph nor a Demon."

A Half-Elf.

Before me was a rare case of a child born between a long-lived Elf and a short-lived human.

It's not as rare as a Half-Dwarf, which is practically unheard of, but long-lived races and short-lived races generally don't look at each other romantically.

There's not much benefit for beings who live well over a thousand years to love those who grow old and die in less than a hundred.

While I was marveling at this, a new cup of tea was gently pushed toward me.

"Drink up. This is steeped from the genitals of a sea monster. It's full of ocean flavor and nutrients, both tasty and good for your body."

"..."

She keeps brewing tea with dick-like ingredients.

I nodded my head and took another sip of tea while looking at the woman.

She's beautiful.

A person as beautiful as Asha sipped tea while glancing out the window.

Though she appeared similar to me in outward appearance, she had an antique feel to her, perhaps because she had lived for so long.

"So then, how old are you..."

"...it's not polite to ask a woman her age."

Even such a person frowned slightly at the question about her age, citing etiquette.

Of course, after that, she answered with a somewhat dejected laugh.

"Well, my day to return to the earth isn't far off anyway. Half-Elves don't fully inherit the longevity traits of the long-lived races, so our lifespans aren't that long."

"Ah."

"It's not widely known, but Half-Elves typically live about 300 years. And I've already lived beyond 300 years, so I'll soon return to the earth, won't I?"

300 years.

That's quite a long time for a human, but terribly short for an Elf.

"Actually, I have very little mana left now, so I can only perform these small tricks. It's a pitiful amount of mana for someone called an Archmage."

"..."

She said this while flicking her finger to produce mana.

Indeed, the mana that flowed weakly was too insignificant to be called that of an Archmage.

"So if you came seeking substantial help, I'm afraid I won't be able to meet your expectations."

"That's okay. I came seeking advice rather than help."

However, I hadn't come seeking the Archmage's magic.

I wanted advice on my future choices and decisions.

I thought an Archmage who had lived for many years might give me some good advice.

"Hmm, advice..."

"Yes, I need advice."

"An Archmage has mastered magic, but isn't necessarily someone who gives normal advice..."

"That's fine. An Archmage who has lived for many years might come up with better solutions than I could."

I had already figured out that her advice wouldn't be normal from the moment she served me tea steeped with dried beetles, larvae, and sea monster genitals instead of tea leaves.

"Very well. If that's what you want, I can answer, but don't take my words too literally."

"I understand."

"Then... tell me what you want to ask?"

Still.

Her eyes shone brightly.

I talked with her for quite a long time.

I poured out all my concerns about what I should do, and the Archmage took my worries quite seriously.

She didn't immediately offer an amazing solution or options, but in conclusion, the conversation gently ended with her telling me to bring Asha along next time.

That was reasonable, as the sun was already setting.

"Hmm, it's already this late. I lost track of time because a child I get along with so well came to visit."

"I enjoyed it too, elder."

"...no matter what, that title is very rude, little one."

"But, well..."

But we haven't even properly introduced ourselves, Archmage elder.

I thought this while opening and closing my mouth, and she stared at me intently before abruptly stating her name.

"Selina. Call me Selina Floria."

Selina.

The name of the Half-Elf Archmage elder that I finally heard as the sun was setting was Selina Floria.

"Understood, Elder Selina. My name is Ain."

"...you should drop the 'elder,' little Ain."

"Ah, yes."

Selina's eyes narrowed a bit more at my mistake.

Anyway.

She walked back through the hallway to see me off.

The hallway that had stretched so long earlier had shrunk considerably when it was time to leave, allowing me to reach the exit in just a few steps.

"Go down before sunset. I'd like to help you down with magic, but unfortunately, I have research to do and can't use mana."

"Ah, that's fine. Going down won't take long."

I'm just planning to use my equipment to jump down.

I'll offset the impact on my body with armor and boots, and if I get hurt, I can ask Asha to heal me.

She waved at me from inside the doorway.

"Alright then, come again, Ain."

"Yes, Selena. Oh, but what kind of research are you doing?"

"...it's Selina, not Selena."

"Ah."

I was being continuously rude even while receiving her farewell, and Selina laughed as if in disbelief before answering.

"Let's just say I'm researching the final magic."

"The final magic?"

"Yes, it's a futile wish that this valley remains peaceful even after I die. This place has become more like a hometown to me than the hometown I can no longer return to."

"..."

"Hehe... I probably won't be able to activate it, so I'm hoping other children will inherit and activate it."

The final magic that the Archmage with little mana left was creating contained a wish for the valley to remain peaceful.

"That sounds like hard work."

"Hmm? Hehe... you're quite a strange little one. Now hurry down."

She waved her hand.

I waved back, and only after seeing the door close with a creaking sound did I take a step forward.
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To put it simply.

"Won't you make a deal with me?"

That's what Selina said when we revisited the cabin with Asha.



That night after meeting the Archmage and returning home, I shared the conversation I had with Selina with my companions.

About the mysterious magic I'd never seen before, about how the Archmage wasn't human but a half-elf.

I also freely shared with everyone that she was a mentally disturbed old woman who enjoyed dried beetles and larvae instead of tea leaves, and even sea monster genitalia.

Everyone found it amusing and was just as fascinated as I was.

Horn cursed, saying elves were indeed mentally disturbed, while Avery's eyes lit up, saying he wanted to try using such things as reagents too.

Eileen and the twins were fixated on the walking brazier, making a fuss and giggling.

So.

Everyone except for one person whose eyes narrowed suspiciously.

"To summarize, you were alone with a woman, right?"

"No, that's not it. What are you saying, Asha... She's an old woman who's about to die soon."

Despite the main point being that I sought advice from someone who had lived for over 300 years, she only fixated on the fact that I had been alone with a woman.

"Isn't an old woman still a woman? And being a half-elf, you never know..."

"No, you need to make sense."

Even when I tried to explain that the age difference was too extreme to enter into biological logic, Asha slightly pouted her lips and continued.

"This won't do. I need to go with you tomorrow."

"...Alright, let's do that. She did ask me to bring you anyway."

I don't know if her possessiveness was getting worse, but this felt a bit unfair.

I'm not some idiot who's lost his mind over women to the point where I'd look at any woman after receiving a confession from the Ash-colored Witch.

What would I even want with an elderly person who could die any day?



Anyway.

So as soon as the next day came, I went back to the cabin with Asha.

Fortunately, we didn't have to struggle climbing up the cliff like yesterday.

"Asha, perhaps flying magic..."

"Ain, have you been thinking I'm some kind of all-powerful magician lately?"

"...Sorry."

Asha looked at me with exasperation as I mumbled, but soon extended her hand to me.

Of course, her magic was quite different from the levitation magic I had seen before.

Having your body scatter into ash and ride the wind upward was a far more incredible experience than simply floating up.

So.

When Asha and I knocked on the door of the cabin at the edge of the cliff, just like yesterday, we heard movement inside and the door opened.

And just like yesterday, the Archmage, appearing as a beautiful young girl, greeted us.

"Big brother Ain! Selina was waiting for you! You came again today as expected?"

"...Ah."

Just like yesterday... she pulled this kind of prank.

Ah.

Shit.

"Selina couldn't sleep because of what happened yesterday and was looking forward to this! Come in quickly!"

"Please..."

"Ain, explain this."

I might be screwed.

The senile half-elf, playing a prank by taking the form of a young girl, smiled broadly at me.

Even as I heard a voice behind me that was trembling with coldness, Selina just glanced at it and raised the corners of her mouth as if finding it amusing.

"Let's do something fun again today, big brother Ain!"

You crazy woman, stop it.

"..."

"...Ain."

Ash began to rise. A subtle killing intent could be felt.

In that scene, perhaps finally becoming aware of the situation, Selina's appearance gradually changed.

Her ears became pointed and she returned to her mature form.

Maybe it's because she's an old woman who will die soon, but even as ash suddenly filled the surroundings, Selina still smiled and spoke.

"I shouldn't say that, should I? My joke was a bit too much this time. I'll apologize, so both of you come inside."

"..."

Naturally, I was speechless at the Archmage's insane words and actions.

"Bitch."

"Huh... you two are so alike."

And just as naturally, Asha immediately cursed at Selina's face on my behalf.



We followed Selina down the hallway.

Asha was now pinching my side, and I was suppressing a scream while trying to walk naturally.

"She's a pretty woman."

"No, she's an old woman."

"...I'm sorry, but I can hear everything."

Regardless of whether she could hear us or whether she was pretty, she was clearly insane from the first impression.


We arrived at the same kitchen as yesterday.

The brazier came to greet us with clicking sounds, and dried larvae powder naturally rose and flowed into the teapot.

"Both of you, sit down. I heard the new one likes larvae, so today's first cup should be larvae tea."

At those words, my side was pinched even harder.

"You must have had a lot of fun yesterday, Ain. You told her all sorts of things."

"Though there are many misunderstandings... I'll just admit I was wrong."

So instead of excuses, I simply apologized.

The small snowball that the deranged half-elf had set rolling had already grown disgustingly large, making my feeble excuses useless.

So I endured the pain in my side while reading the room, and teacups floated over and landed in front of Asha and me.

Selina sat across from us and bowed her head to Asha.

"I'm sorry. Life gets boring, so I wanted to play a prank, but I went too far."

"..."

The playful smile slowly disappeared, and she apologized with quite a serious expression.

"Yesterday, I was just asking various questions to help, so please forgive me. I promise not to play pranks anymore."

"Haah..."

Asha sighed deeply at that and picked up her teacup to take a sip of the larvae tea.

Sure enough, she twitched her eyes slightly, apparently finding the taste and aroma of larvae to her liking.

"If you happen to like that tea, I can pack plenty for you to take home."

"..."

As proof, even though she kept her mouth shut as if still displeased, she nodded slightly.

"Huhu, it's both an apology and a gesture of sincerity, so take some when you leave."

"...Yes."

And soon she surrendered to the taste of larvae and even gave a response.

These larvae enthusiasts.


We calmed the chilly atmosphere by drinking tea, and when we had finished a cup, Selina spoke first.

"This might seem out of the blue, but ash-colored child, won't you make a deal with me?"

As she said, it was quite abrupt and sudden.

Of course, it was also enough to overturn the already unsettled atmosphere.

So Asha looked at her with a tilt of her head, and I put down my teacup and replied.

"Um... we haven't had any conversation yet to suddenly talk about a deal."

We hadn't started any discussion yet.

Asha got angry at the strange prank, Selina apologized, and then we just had a cup of tea.


However.

Selina's eyes were already sparkling.

"I may have lost my mana and my life force may finally be reaching its end, but at least my eyes are still as sharp as ever."

Instead of a proper answer, she gives a rather cryptic statement.

"The tower of knowledge I've built over the long years won't crumble until I return to the earth."

She slightly raises her body from the chair and brings her face close to Asha.

"You were more talented than I thought. Is it because you're ash-colored? Hmm, is this what they call talent? You feel different from the ash-colored ones I've hunted down until now. How fascinating. I want to dissect you... but I shouldn't say that."

Her speech quickens as she looks Asha over from all angles, making me wonder how she managed to hold back earlier.

She definitely seems senile, perhaps because her time is near.

Thinking she might stick to Asha if she got any closer, I gently pushed Selina's face away and said,

"Elder, please stop saying strange things."

"Not Elder, but Selina."

"..."

"Call me Selina Floria."

At her age, I thought Elder or Selina would be the same thing.

But she strangely disliked being called Elder.

So I corrected the title as she wished, then asked again what she meant.

"Yes, Selina. Instead of talking nonsense, please explain properly."

"Alright. Simply put, I want the ash-colored child to become my apprentice and help with my research. If this child helps me, I'm confident I can complete it before I die."

Yesterday, she had mentioned she was researching the final magic to protect the valley.

A magic research that even an Archmage who had lived for ages couldn't complete yet.

"Hmm, if I help you with that, what can you offer in return?"

"How about teaching you magic that you might want? Even if I lack the mana to cast it now, I haven't forgotten the knowledge."

"Hmm..."

At those words, I looked at Asha for a moment.

Asha seemed to be thinking deeply after hearing that, then looked at me and whispered with a suspicious gaze.

"...Even if I accept this offer, I won't learn magic like log-trimming."

"No... I wasn't thinking of that at all."

After all, it would be strange to help an Archmage with research only to learn log-trimming magic in return.

And.

Selina, having heard Asha's whisper, giggled and spoke.

"Huhu, for example, there's Mass Teleport. It's high-level magic written in a spellbook that only becomes accessible when one reaches the level of Archmage."

"...Ah."

Mass Teleport.

"Hmm~ I'll pour more tea, so think about it in the meantime."

Selina said as she placed the teapot back on the brazier.

At least for me, the term Mass Teleport brought up one memory.

It was.

A woman in a clean, elegant dress.

Or a beautiful person with intellectual-looking glasses, holding an open book in one hand and smirking, along with the scenery of a mansion.

And the mysterious sight she created just by lightly flicking her fingers.

'Mass Teleport? Amazing, isn't it? But you're still too weak to use it~'

In other words, I was reminded of the woman from the future who kept smirking, greeted us, and then disappeared.


So I thought.

Perhaps we were still on the right path after all.

I had been thinking that at some point things had diverged and twisted, and that the prophecy in the letter might already be useless.

"Let's make the deal."

"Oh my, wouldn't you like to think about it a bit more?"

Seeing Asha respond to Selina's offer with sparkling eyes, perhaps having recalled the same thing I did, I felt more certain.

"I'll help with your research. Please teach us magic."

Asha said as she gently took my hand.

And so we accepted the Archmage's offer.

Time in the valley began to flow quickly.



And.

"Ain, I think that old woman is about to die soon."

"...What are you saying, Asha-Asha?"

"Seeing her talking to the brazier again today, I'm sure she's gone senile, Ain."

Asha, who now visited the cabin every day, always said such things when she returned home.
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It's been a month since I agreed to the deal with the Archmage and began conducting research together under the pretext of being her disciple.

Every morning, I visit the cliff-top cottage early and return home only when evening falls.

So, well... yes.

To be honest, Selina seemed a bit mentally unstable.

Actually, from our first meeting when this 300-year-old half-elf pretended to be a young girl and called me "Ain oppa," I knew she wasn't quite right in the head.

Whether it was because she was near death or for some other reason, she kept saying and doing strange things.

"Hmm~ What kind of tea should we drink while researching today... Ah, how about brewing some spider venom tea? Would that be nice?"

"...Excuse me?"

Having lived alone for so long, she really talks to herself a lot.

She lazily gets up, shakes several bottles in front of the brazier, then decisively grabs one with a thud and makes such statements.

"I wasn't asking you, my disciple. I was just getting recommendations from the brazier. Take a rest for now."

"..."

It took me a few days to realize that her words and actions weren't directed at me.

So I often look at her with an expression like I've just tasted something foul.

"Your gaze toward your master is extremely disrespectful. I'm not doing this because I'm senile, so could you please stop looking at me like I'm some kind of insect?"

"Ah... yes..."

Regardless of her being a gentle and calm person, her mind has been directly battered by the passage of time, so it can't be helped.

"Hmm... you're just responding while maintaining that same expression. I'm not being senile or joking—the brazier really is giving recommendations."

"Ah... yes..."

As I continue to look at her from a distance with disbelief, she picks up the hot brazier like someone wrongfully accused and thrusts it toward me.

"It's true! Look here. The brazier is raising its arm and pointing to the bottle containing spider venom."

"Ah... yes... Please step back a little."

"...What a cruel child. Today's disciple has lost all respect for her master."

When I openly push away such a woman, she pouts like a child as if hurt, then quietly offers me the steaming spider venom tea.

What a strange person.

No, what a strange half-elf.

She pouts one moment, then suddenly grins the next, waving her hand for me to follow quickly.

The teapot floats up and sways as if dancing.

The four-legged brazier follows behind, making clatter-clatter sounds as it walks down the hallway.

That's how our journey to the research room always looks.

Perhaps.

The reason this Archmage ended up in this valley might actually be due to the accumulated complaints from other mages about her bizarre behavior.

After all, she's now a half-elf who smiles while offering poison-brewed tea to her disciple.

"Hmm~ The tea recommended by the brazier is exactly to my liking."

"..."

Yes.

The mages who were her disciples over the years must have reported her.


For the record, when I drank the spider venom tea she offered, my tongue went numb.

The poison paralyzed my tongue, making proper communication impossible by the time we started our research.

"Well, at least you could focus well on the research, right?"

"..."

"...I'm sorry. I won't do anything strange tomorrow, so please don't look at me like that. Even at my age, I can still get hurt."

"Should I just prepare your grave instead?"

"I said I get hurt, my disciple..."

I don't believe her.

Her promise not to do anything strange tomorrow is a lie I've been hearing for a month now.





The magic that would mark the Archmage's final work.

The magic she continuously researched and strived to create was a type of defensive magic.

A massive magical defensive formation large enough to cover the entire valley.

And a mana circulation spell that would maintain the barrier semi-permanently after her death.

Creating these two new spells and applying them to the valley was Selina's ultimate goal.

However.

From my perspective, this seemed impossible.

That's what I felt after researching together for over a month. Despite two people working on it, progress was extremely slow.

"It's impossible."

"It hurts when you say it's impossible so directly, you know?"

"The amount of mana required, the size of the barrier needed to cover the entire region, and the condition that it must be maintained semi-permanently—everything lacks feasibility."

"Hmm, that remains to be seen."

It's not something to be seen.

This is something only ancient mages might have been capable of.

Perhaps if we could recover lost magic or techniques from ancient times, it might be possible.

But creating two such high-level spells with just the Archmage's knowledge, while trapped in this valley without access to new information, was clearly difficult.

"Your life force will end before then."

After all, Selina was someone who would soon return to the earth as her lifespan ended.

"Hoho, are you worried about your master now?"

"...I'm not worried about Selina, I'm worried about my time being wasted."

Though my words came out twisted, honestly, she really didn't have much time left.

She was a half-elf who had lived beyond her natural lifespan of 300 years.

Now her mana reserves were so depleted they were close to a novice mage's level, making magical experiments difficult without my assistance.

Though her appearance remained beautiful and seemingly fine, just these two facts were enough to show that her life was as precarious as the cottage on the cliff edge.

So there definitely wouldn't be enough time to create two high-level spells and apply them to the valley.

I pursed my lips thinking this, but Selina just grinned.

"It's alright. We'll definitely be able to complete it."

"...Another baseless statement."

Again.

"Why is it baseless? I have you. My eyes are still accurate. If you help me, we can definitely complete it before my body returns to the earth."

"..."

"And even if I die before completing it, you can continue and finish it, can't you?"

"...The terms of our deal have changed. After you die, the contract is void."

Whenever I show a negative reaction to the magic research, she always blocks me with such underhanded words.

"Hoho, that remains to be seen. Would you like another cup of tea?"

"Sigh... give me the caterpillar tea, please."

"Sure. Wait a moment."

The hand raising her staff trembles slightly.

From the beginning.

The Archmage had already reached a state where she needed the support of a staff.





An error occurred.

Time passed again, and we made progress with the magical experiments, somehow succeeding in constructing a small barrier.

"My mana won't work. It's mixed with ash color, so it won't be able to block attacks from the Papal State."

"Hmm... this is a bit of a troublesome issue. The Papal State is full of psychopaths, so they're the ones we need to be most wary of."

Come to think of it, I shouldn't be leading the magical experiments.

Ash-colored mana has a vulnerable weakness to holy power, which posed a problem for constructing a perfect defensive spell.

"Yes, so we'll need mana that isn't mixed with ash color for the experiments."

"Then the alternative mana would be..."

Even if we use dream essence for the completed large-scale magic formation, right now we needed normal mana for proper magical experiments.

So I said:

"I'll go get some. Should I find the mage with the purest mana among those loafing around below?"

"That would be good... and if they have sufficient magical power, that would be even better."

"Wait a moment."

After saying that, I jumped down the cliff and immediately flew to Ain.

As always, Ain was mingling with the valley residents, engaging in something like sparring, and when I slipped beside him, he smiled as if pleased to see me.

"Asha, are you coming down early today?"

"No, I need something. I need someone with sufficient magical power and pure mana."

After giving him a light kiss, I spoke, and he tilted his head thoughtfully for a moment before pointing to a spot.

I see a familiar face.

"Is that so? Hmm, hey, Adrian. You're it."

"What."

"Take him. My magical power is the highest, but as for purity... well, what purity could criminals have?"

"No, wait, I need to go on duty now—gack!"

And so.

I immediately grabbed Adrian by the nape of his neck and headed back to the cottage at the edge of the cliff.

"I brought someone."

"Hmm, this child doesn't seem to have pure magic..."

Selina tilted her head as she examined Adrian's mana after I dropped him with a thud.

"It would be funny if a criminal had pure mana, wouldn't it?"

"That's true."

She nodded at my words and placed the teapot on the brazier again.

"...What rudeness is this? Soon-to-be-dead old hag, and damn ash-colored witch."

As for that man who was dragged here without knowing what was happening...

I'm not sure.


We just.

"Have some tea."

"Drink the tea. It's delicious."

"...No. Those ingredients look weird. I'm not falling for it anymore, damn old woman."

We're just serving caterpillar tea.
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Is it because I'm not desperate enough?

Or is it simply because it's difficult?

"Beginning the 314th durability test."

"Yes, go ahead and shoot. Hehe, at this rate, I might be the first one in a coffin."

While the magic I created to save Ain was made instantly and worked effectively, creating a new barrier spell was proving quite difficult.

Honestly, the small barrier constructed with Adrian's mana wasn't bad.

BOOM-

BOOM-

It held firm, blocking my magic attacks over and over again.

But.

The problem arose when we gradually increased the size of the small barrier.

The barrier that remained flawless even after dozens of attacks when it was small developed vulnerabilities as it grew to fit one person, then to cover a cabin.

Crack- CRASH-

"It broke."

"Hmm, this one also cracked after about thirty attacks. Still, the number of hits it can withstand has increased significantly, so I suppose that's not bad..."

Despite continuous modifications and improvements, we were only achieving mediocre results, which is why we had already conducted hundreds of experiments.

"What's not bad about it? If it cracks after just thirty hits, what use is it?"

"Considering that the original barrier structure couldn't even withstand three attacks, this is quite remarkable, my apprentice."

"No, it's not enough. It needs to withstand at least hundreds of attacks."

"Easier said than done..."

We endlessly spread papers with magic circles sketched on them across the laboratory floor, continuing our theoretical discussions.

"Hmm... when we try to expand the barrier to cover the entire valley, there are just too many problems. I thought we could connect dozens or hundreds of the small barrier structures together."

"That approach has helped us improve quite a bit."

"Yes, but... do you have any useful ideas, my apprentice?"

"No, I don't."

The truth was, even after racking our brains together for a long time, we couldn't come up with any breakthrough ideas beyond our existing methods.

"Maybe you'll have a flash of genius! You are the Ashen one, after all."

"...I'm a disaster, not a genius, Master."

"Well, being a disaster actually requires genius. In that sense, you're the perfect disaster, yes!"

When we weren't making progress, Selina would reveal her boredom and impatience through rude comments.

Quite rudely, she was calling someone who was trying to be normal a "perfect disaster."

So.

I nodded and raised my hand.

"Fine, then I'll show you what a disaster really is."

"Hm? What do you mean by that... Oh, no!! Don't get rid of my tea leaves!! Aaaah! My precious spider venom and oak mold...!!"

"You won't be able to drink it all before you die anyway, Master."

"I was planning to drink it all before I die...!! Please, stop! Aaaah!! Not my precious rainbow snail fluid!!"

This was my chance to get rid of all those tea ingredients with strange tastes and effects.

I didn't want to consume those again.

Since we continued our research for long hours every day, I had to drink more than ten cups daily, and if I didn't eliminate them from the cabin, my turn would surely come again.

"What kind of disaster would spare precious ingredients?"

"Ah... my precious tea leaves..."

"Spider venom and oak mold aren't tea leaves, Master. And rainbow snail fluid even less so."

"But... if you can drink it as tea, isn't it all tea leaves...?"

"No, it's not."

I disposed of those nauseating tea ingredients, while Adrian clapped his hands beside me, shedding tears of joy.

Of course, since they were precious to her, I didn't turn them to ash.

I merely threw them into a spatial rift, so I could return them after our research was completely finished.

Anyway.

After continuing our meaningless theoretical discussions for quite some time, we found a solution thanks to a comment Selina made with a sigh.

"Sigh... if I had known it would come to this, I should have properly studied ancient magic during my time as an Archmage."

"It's meaningless to regret now... oh..."

Actually, the solution to our large-scale defensive magic circle problem might have been closer than we thought.

"Still, if I just knew the structure of ancient magic, creating new spells would have been easier."

"I have one."

Come to think of it, I did have something.

Although I hadn't properly decoded it, I always carried the transcription of the ancient magic circle I obtained in Tevris.

"Hm? You have what?"

"I have an ancient magic circle."

"Uh...? What...?"

If it was the ancient magic circle of the dark mages that covered an entire city and lasted for over 100 years, perhaps it could work.

With that thought, I took out the carefully folded transcription of the ancient magic circle from my pocket and unfolded it.

"You know about Tevris, right?"

"Of course I do. The city where night never falls."

"This is a direct transcription of the ancient magic circle I found in its underground."

At my words, Selina's eyes widened as she took the transcription and stared at it intently.

Adrian, who had been slumped from having his mana drained dozens of times, also hurriedly approached and peered at it.

"Oh, oh my...!"

"Let me see too, you old hag...!"

While I still couldn't interpret it, the two of them seemed to understand it to some extent, continuously exclaiming in amazement.

"Even if it's not a defensive magic circle, since it was an ancient magic that lasted over 100 years, wouldn't it have some useful elements?"

"Of course it does! It has too many useful elements!"

"Wow, holy shit... Finally, freedom from mana slavery! Just need to hang in there a little longer...!"

They were so delighted that they both got up, waving the transcription, and approached me with open arms as if to embrace me.

Slap-

Slap-

"Don't hug me. It's disgusting."

I had to slap both their cheeks to calm them down.

After that.

Compared to before, our research progressed incredibly smoothly.

We solved the problem of the barrier's structure becoming distorted and its strength weakening as we increased its size.

"Hehe, I kept thinking we just needed to connect them, but the solution was to layer them densely on top of each other. It's quite a difficult and brute-force method, but if it works, that's enough."

Selina kept glancing at the structure of the ancient magic circle as she filled in the gaps in our defensive magic circle and added new formulas on additional sheets of paper.

Because of this, the workload doubled, but thanks to the passionate labor of our slave named Adrian, we were able to complete it relatively quickly.

"Apprentice, go ahead and test it."

"Yes, beginning the 315th durability test."

As both Adrian and Selina swallowed nervously while watching, I began to scatter ash.

BOOM-

BANG- BOOM-

The newly improved barrier withstood my magical attacks without a single scratch until my mana was completely depleted.

"It didn't break."

"Ah... it finally worked... I was worried about what would happen if I died first, but thankfully..."

"Ah... slave liberation... I hereby declare slave liberation..."

Their reactions were dramatically different, but both had tears in their eyes.

After the durability test was complete, we adjusted the finer details.

Regarding the problem of the substantial mana requirement:

"I think the only solution is to have mages charge their mana daily."

"Hmm, then rather than maintaining it constantly, it would be better to modify it to activate instantly when needed. We should just keep charging mana steadily and have it activate and maintain only during attacks."

Like a true Archmage who had built a tower of knowledge over many years, she could find new methods to modify and improve such issues as soon as they were discovered.

"Let's add magic that detects anyone approaching within a 5km radius. We need to respond to long-range sniper magic too."

"Ah, that's a good idea, my apprentice."

Such spontaneous suggestions mixed in to create even better results.

And then.

"Apprentice."

"What is it now?"

"Think of a suitable method to engrave this massive magic circle across the entire valley."

She asked me this while waving the completed stack of magic circle papers.

"...Why are you asking me that?"

"Hmm, because I can't think of anything?"

"I thought you built a high tower of knowledge."

"Hmph~ I might be getting dementia as I approach death. Ah, I just can't think of a suitable method."

She usually acted like someone who wasn't old, but whenever necessary, she always made excuses about being near death.

So I nodded and started rummaging through drawers, looking for a hammer.

"Horn told me that broken things need to be hit to be fixed. I'll hit you with this hammer, so please wait a moment."

"...Who is Horn?"

"My dwarf colleague."

"This is why dwarves are... tsk. I remember now."

Usually, just doing that would bring forth good ideas along with elf-typical anti-dwarf comments.

Indeed, even a half-elf was still an elf.

"My magically impure child, would you go down the cliff one last time and engrave this magic circle across the entire valley?"

"Adrian, thank you."

"Ugh, a senile old hag and a wicked ashen one. Dumping all the annoying tasks on me, really..."

Yes.

The most annoying task was naturally passed on to Adrian, so I think it's fine.
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## Permanent Mana Circulation Magic

Researching the permanent mana circulation magic wasn't particularly difficult compared to developing the barrier magic circle.

In fact, it was at a level where we could simply modify and adopt the ancient magic circle with minimal changes.

Though they say it used the dreams and lifespans of Tevris residents as materials, it was a magic that had been maintained without issues for 100 years.

"Hmm... I'll need to get consent from the valley residents, but instead of dreams and lifespans, having them transfer about 10% of their internal mana daily would be good."

"At that level, rather than straining their bodies, the continuous mana circulation might actually have beneficial effects."

Modifying and transforming the ancient magic circle wasn't an easy process, but it was more manageable than drawing a new barrier magic circle from scratch.

So.

Selina and I naturally turned our heads.

"You, child with impure mana."

"Adrian, thank you."

"No, fuck. Why me again? You said once the magic circles were engraved, we'd be done."

We entrusted Adrian with the socially demanding and annoying task of obtaining consent forms from the valley residents.

"Hoho, this is truly the last time."

"Adrian, thank you."

"Ah... fuck... Ain, you bastard..."

He went down the cliff with an armful of consent forms that Selina had handed him.

"Hmm, what should we make him do next~"

"Let's decide when another annoying task comes up."

"That's a wonderful idea, truly my disciple."

We sipped our tea and smiled brightly.

Ain had given us quite a good worker.

As expected, Ain is the best at selecting slaves.

## Anyway.

This gave us some free time.

Modifying the ancient magic circle into a form that wasn't harmful to people was a task that would take at most about a month.

"Ahem~ The magic research is finally coming to an end. This is truly thanks to my disciple's contributions. I offered to make a deal based on your talent alone, but you even brought an ancient magic circle."

"That's good. Now teach me magic."

After taking a sip of tea, I asked her to teach me magic.

Of course.

"Of course! Naturally! Hmm, so the formula for Mass Teleport..."

"..."

Her pranks began again.

She started speaking with a bright smile, but suddenly blinked her eyes and tilted her head.

"...what was it? Umm... how did I draw that again...?"

"You're not going to do this, right?"

She floundered about like someone genuinely confused, waving her staff to levitate a pile of papers from the back of the research lab.

"No, no. I'm not trying to prank you, it's just that my memory is a bit... J-just wait a moment...?"

"Where was that hammer? Wait a moment. I'll help you remember."

The hammer from the drawer flew into my hand, and I approached Selina while twirling it.

Then Selina spoke with tears welling in her eyes.

"My disciple... I'm really not joking right now..."

"...Really?"

"Why would I play such a pointless prank... So... please wait a bit. I must have included Mass Teleport materials among my research documents..."

I firmly believed she was playing another of her mischievous pranks, as she was such a playful person, but she was trembling like someone genuinely flustered.

"..."

"S-so..."

The sight of her barely gripping her staff with trembling hands and flipping through research materials one by one was somewhat pitiful.

So.

I put down the hammer and approached her, gently placing my hand on her shoulder to reassure her.

Perhaps I'd grown fond of her without realizing it, having spent nearly months together for the purpose of magic research.

I'd noticed her occasional strange symptoms and thought she didn't have much time left.

So.

"It's fine, take your time looking. Or I could help you search—"

"As if I'd say that! I'll teach you, so listen carefully."

Ah, fuck.

"...You old trickster."

"Kyaaak!! It hurts, it hurts, my disciple...!! My shoulder's breaking...!"

Respecting elders is less effective than attacking them.

I pressed down on both of Selina's shoulders while gritting my teeth.

"Your pranks... are too much...!"

"I'm sorry...! I, I was wrong... Kyaaak!! It really hurts...!"

I was quite upset at having fallen for the pranks of this senile half-elf yet again.

## After some time.

Our commotion settled down after a while, once my irritation had subsided.

"...It hurts."

"Stop exaggerating. I healed you right away."

"Even so, the phantom pain lingers... There's such a thing as phantom pain..."

Selina kept massaging her shoulders where I had pressed down hard, pouting her lips, while I looked at her with half-closed eyes.

"That's why you should prank in moderation."

"...Yes. I should prank in moderation. My disciple is so violent that if I make a mistake, I might return to the earth before my time is up."

She kept glancing at me, then pursed her lips as if feeling wronged.

Of course.

I ignored her expression and went straight to the point.

"Now teach me."

The sun was already setting, partly because we'd wasted time with her pranks.

In response to my urging, Selina began her explanation, but from the first sentence, it sounded strange to me.

"Yes, yes. Well, first of all, Mass Teleport is such high-level magic that it can't be activated by simply reciting a spell. You need a magic circle and assistant mages to activate it smoothly."

"...What? But I've seen a mage who could activate it without properly reciting a spell, let alone using a magic circle."

That was because I clearly remembered that my future self had teleported three people at once just by lightly flicking a finger.

"Hmm, are you sure you weren't dreaming? Basically, high-level magic is difficult not only because of the complexity of the magic itself, but also because the sheer amount of mana required necessitates the assistance of a magic circle and the cooperation of multiple mages."

"...So it's impossible to activate alone?"

"Of course it's possible. It just takes a bit more time. If you want to activate it alone, even by a grand mage's mana standards, you'd need to charge mana for at least a week..."

"..."

I couldn't fathom how much mana my future self must have possessed.

Considering how easily I had activated it without even drawing a magic circle, I could somewhat understand why she had been teasing me as if I were cute.

## Anyway.

Selina's explanation continued.

"To continue explaining, because of that, a massive mana trace is inevitably left behind. So even if you travel far using Mass Teleport, you won't be able to completely shake off pursuers."

"I see."

I had thought that learning it would definitely allow me to shake off pursuers, so it was disappointing to learn that wasn't the case.

"Yes, especially with Mass Teleport, which allows group movement, the residual traces remain quite strong. That's why in the old days, they would sometimes have soldiers wait at the specific location where people would be teleported."

"That's a bit disappointing."

"It's okay. These days it's not that bad, so you can still buy some time. Also, since there are hardly any mages who can do this anymore, people have become quite complacent."

She listed the problems with Mass Teleport one by one, cautioning me.

Then she gently stroked my head and said with a bright smile:

"Well, I'll teach you the magic circle first, so remember it well. Of course, you can write it down too."

"Yes."

Light flowed from the tip of her staff, beginning to engrave various patterns on a large piece of paper.

"This is the formula that fixes the space between spaces. It's the basic foundation, so you need to draw it first."

"..."

As the green light gradually engraved onto the paper, the continuing curves sometimes hesitated, but she steadied her breath and continued drawing the magic circle.

"And this is the formula for safety, so you can't make any mistakes. If you do it wrong, only your upper body might teleport while your lower body remains behind, so if it's crooked, start over from the beginning."

"Yes."

Her hands, which had been trembling for the past few months, were unusually calm as they connected the lines, and she continued to smoothly engrave the patterns while taking deep breaths several times.

"The size should be large enough to include all the people and objects you want to teleport. Remember that everyone must be on the magic circle."

"..."

"And you must engrave the coordinates of the destination for it to activate. If you don't know the coordinates, you might be forcibly teleported to an unintended location."

"But... I don't know the coordinates."

"I'll teach you that, so don't worry. For now, there are books with coordinate information for various places along with maps."

Of course, it's a bit difficult to absorb everything right away.

In fact, I had only been using magic by intuition, so I couldn't immediately understand this level of theoretical knowledge.

"Naturally, the amount of mana required increases depending on how far you're traveling. If you're thinking of crossing continents, you might need to infuse mana for a full month, so be careful."

"Hmm..."

So.

"It's okay if you don't understand right away. I'll make sure to teach you everything before I return to the earth."

"...Yes."

It might take quite some time to learn and fully understand the magic.

## ********

"Of course! Naturally! Hmm, so the formula for Mass Teleport..."

"..."

My memory is strange.

"...what was it? Umm... how did I draw that again...?"

"You're not going to do this, right?"

My mind is hazy.

Why.

How.

"No, no. I'm not trying to prank you, it's just that my memory is a bit... J-just wait a moment...?"

"Where was that hammer? Wait a moment. I'll help you remember."

It's not coming to me properly.

What should I do.

"My disciple... I'm really not joking right now..."

"...Really?"

I still need more time.

I don't want to die yet.

"Why would I play such a pointless prank... So... please wait a bit. I must have included Mass Teleport materials among my research documents..."

"..."

No.

I mustn't be afraid.

"S-so..."

It's okay.

I remember now.

It's coming back... little by little as I concentrate.

"It's fine, take your time looking. Or I could help you search—"

"As if I'd say that! I'll teach you, so listen carefully."

So.

I just need to pretend it was a joke.

It's okay.

"...You old trickster."

"Kyaaak!! It hurts, it hurts, my disciple...!! My shoulder's breaking...!"

I'm still okay.

"Your pranks... are too much...!"

"I'm sorry...! I, I was wrong... Kyaaak!! It really hurts...!"

I'm still okay.

I'll be fine until I finish what I need to do.

Surely.

I'll be fine.
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The magic research with Selina was slowly coming to an end.

She had said it would take about a month, but somehow our teamwork had become seamless.

Plus, a slave named Adrian was running around handling all the annoying chores, eager to break free from his situation.

Now we just needed to test the improved ancient magic circle a few more times, then overlay it on the defensive magic circle.

So.

"My disciple, you learn quickly. It's amazing how you can intuitively understand magic theory even without formal knowledge."

"It's talent."

These days, I spent more time learning magic than focusing on research.

"You don't need to brag, I already know. Truly a perfect disaster. Honestly, I'd like to dissect you a little."

"...I said talent, not disaster. Want me to show you what a disaster really is?"

"...I shouldn't say that, should I? Q-quickly, p-practice more..."

Memorizing and perfectly drawing magic circles for mass teleportation, then conducting clinical trials by teleporting test insects or mice nearby.

Lately, I'd been particularly focused on teleportation clinical trials.

After all, since there were no recorded cases of using ash-infused mana for mass teleportation, we needed data on whether transported objects or living beings remained intact.

For good reason.

As both Selina and I had worried, there were some accidents during the early tests.

"...The insect's head is missing, my disciple?"

"But I didn't make any mistakes in the safety formula."

"No... there's ash powder on it. Oh, if you wanted assassination rather than transportation, then congratulations! What a revolutionary method!"

"..."

Well, yes.

Being high-level magic, there was the minor issue of too much ash powder swirling around.

But it's much better now, so it should be fine.

Thinking this, I placed a mouse and several objects on the magic circle again and activated mass teleport.

"Oh... making all the mouse's fur disappear requires quite advanced mana control! If you wanted to learn a hair loss spell, you pass!"

"...You're making fun of me, aren't you?"

"Of course!"

I had to stare at Selina's face with her mouth corners lifted up for quite some time.

Anyway.

After finishing my daily routine at the cabin and returning home, Ain was always waiting for me, right on time.

"Good work today."

"Hehe, thank you. Has everyone eaten yet?"

I was a bit late.

An ambiguous time, neither evening nor night.

The moon peeking through clouds in a dark sky.

I'd been pushing myself harder lately to learn magic and advance our research, sensing that Selina didn't have much time left.

"Not yet. We've been waiting for you."

"Hmm... I told you that you could eat first."

But Ain and my companions always waited for me to eat together, even when I was late.

"After working so hard, eating alone would be lonely. You said you didn't want to eat with Selina."

"...That old lady eats weird food because she's senile."

To explain, she eats stranger things than tea ingredients for meals.

She'll chew on poisonous herbs, roots and all, claiming to enjoy the bitter, stinging taste, or boil tree bark with chicken breast because she likes the dry, tough texture.

I suspect it's because her senses have dulled as she approaches death, making her crave such things.

So regardless of how sorry I feel for Selina, I can't join her meals.

I tried a few times out of misplaced sympathy, but the food simply wouldn't go down my throat.

Plus, Ain seemed to recall something as he giggled at my words.

"Pfft... Anyway, let's go eat. Carson said he'd prepare everything in advance."

"Yes, sounds good."

He smiled.

And as I looked at him and smiled back, I felt my heart pounding and suddenly planted a kiss on his lips.

"Wait, hold on...! We're outside... mmph!"

"Mmm...!"

It's dark, so maybe no one will see.

Ah.

I don't know.

So we all headed to the dining hall together.

"Ain, when are you planning to make a baby?"

"What are you suddenly saying, you jerk?"

Carson was showing us to our seats when he glanced at Ain and blurted that out.

Well.

There were red marks all over Ain's neck.

"Well... just looking at the person next to you, it seems like you'll be making one soon anyway."

"...That's not it, just give me food."

When I was younger, I used to bite Ain's neck without thinking much of it, but now I understand what it means.

It's proof that he's mine.

It's like how animals mark their territory.

So whenever the marks started to fade, I immediately renewed them.

"Hehehe... Alright. Wait a moment. I'll bring it right away!"

"Sigh..."

Carson headed to the kitchen with a teasing laugh, and Ain let out a deep sigh.

Of course.

I was fixated on something else, deep in thought.

"..."

A baby.

A baby.

A child between Ain and me.

The fruit of our love.

The story written in the prophecy letter.

Go go, storm of sex.

Ah.

I just remembered the most important thing I'd forgotten due to being busy and distracted.

"Ain, Ain."

"Uh, yes?"

Truthfully, I've never properly learned about such things, so I don't know exactly how it works.

"Elinor. Should we make her here?"

"...Asha. Calm down first."

Even if I don't know, we need to do it.

"The prophecy letter actively encouraged it. Our sex... mmph."

"No...! That's not it! Don't say it out loud...!"

No.

We need to have sex quickly.

We need to make Elinor, Ain.

And so.

Until the food arrived, my mouth remained firmly covered by Ain's hand.

As steaming dishes filled the table and our companions began picking up their utensils to eat.

"Asha... We'll talk about that after all the urgent matters are finished, okay?"

"..."

I stared blankly at Ain as he carefully uncovered my mouth, looking at me pleadingly.

"Okay? I won't cover your mouth anymore, so let's eat now..."

"Ain. So when will we have sex... mmph..."

Why?

"Asha, do you want to eat alone from now on?"

"..."

It's really too much that I can't even say what I want to say.

I thought this but had to shake my head.

I was hungry after drinking only tea throughout my research.

So I stuffed food into my mouth while pouting, and Ain began eating while constantly keeping an eye on me.

I wonder why he won't answer when we can do it.

Lately, whenever I look at Ain, my lower abdomen feels tingly.

I instinctively felt that we needed to do it.

And so the meal ended somehow.

Unlike the other companions who had already returned home, Ain stayed until the end as always, gathering the scattered plates and utensils and taking them to the kitchen.

I too was naturally sweeping the dirty floor with a broom.

From the kitchen came the constant sound of dishes clattering. I could also hear Carson and Ain giggling and talking.

And.

"..."

"..."

While wiping the tables, I noticed someone glancing at me.

A child with ash-colored hair that still seemed small but had grown much since I first encountered her here.

The ash-colored girl named Alicia.

"..."

"..."

The child stared at me blankly, then pretended not to be looking and slowly averted her gaze when I turned my head, continuing to wipe the table.

"..."

"..."

As I watched her.

She seemed even more sluggish than usual today, so I swept the floor thinking how cute Alicia was.

She's slow in her movements and doesn't talk much, reminding me of my childhood when I watch her.

Just like when I was young...

Wait.

"..."

"..."

I had been watching Alicia from a distance, but feeling something off, I approached her.

Her movements were slower than usual.

I had just thought she was cute, but strangely, she even staggered occasionally.

As an ash-colored person, Alicia shouldn't show any changes normally, but she definitely looked different from usual.

So.

I immediately went over and placed my hand on the forehead of Alicia, who was looking up at me blankly.

"...Carson."

"Huh? Are you calling me, not Ain?"

"...Alicia has a fever."

To explain, I could feel a slight fever from her forehead.

"Huh? Alicia has a fever? She's never had one before."

"..."

Even though ash-colored people shouldn't get sick normally, she definitely had a fever.

Carson approached us holding a plate, tilting his head in confusion, not understanding.

Ain seemed to have an idea, watching Alicia with a stiff expression like mine.

So.

"...How old is Alicia?"

"Hmm... let's see... She was almost an adult, I think. Is there something wrong with Alicia?"

"..."

These are the precursor symptoms of an ash-colored person becoming truly ash-colored.
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Early the next morning.

"Master, we have a problem."

"Yaaawn... I wondered why you two came together, but my... that's not a good way to start the day. Come in, both of you."

In response to Asha's words, which came before even a greeting at the cottage, Selina's mouth opened and closed for a moment before she turned and entered the cottage first.

And so.

The three of us passed through the ever-fascinating expanding corridor, which was amazing no matter how many times I saw it, and naturally sat around the table after entering the kitchen that had quietly appeared.

Without any command or magic spell, the hearth began brewing tea, placing a teapot on itself.

"So what's the problem?"

Perhaps because it was too early in the morning, Selina asked with sleepy, cloudy eyes, quite unlike what you'd expect from an archmage.

Asha and I were exchanging glances, but since Selina's finger pointed at Asha with a twitch, she continued the explanation.

"Alicia has started running a fever."

"Yaaawn... Alicia? Who was Alicia again...?"

After hearing Asha's words, Selina yawned again and tilted her head.

"Carson's daughter."

"Carson... hmm. So that bald guy who runs a restaurant without charging money has a daughter too?"

Still with a face full of drowsiness, she glanced at the teapot that was starting to rattle.

She asked casually, sending bizarre tea ingredients floating toward the teapot.

"Yes, a small girl with ash-colored traits."

"A small child with ash-colored traits... Ah. I remember now. What's the problem with her having a fever...? Hm?"

Then, as if the word "ash-colored" had suddenly cleared her foggy mind, she opened her eyes wide and looked back and forth between Asha and me.

"Wait a minute... I don't know much, but if I remember correctly, ash-colored people shouldn't get fevers."

"That's right. The ash-colored don't get sick or fall ill."

Trying to drive away what little drowsiness remained, she slapped both her cheeks with a sharp sound and pushed back the floating tea ingredients.

"..., Hearth, please prepare cinnamon and dried brains of horned mice."

"More weird ingredients..."

"I'm sorry, but they're not weird ingredients—they're excellent materials that wake you up and make your mind clear."

At Selina's command, the hearth saluted as if saying "understood" and clattered about, searching drawers on its own to retrieve jars containing the ingredients.

Despite the serious situation, I honestly kept getting distracted by such sights.

Of course, Asha seemed quite accustomed to them and continued the conversation without batting an eye.

"Anyway, there are only two cases when the ash-colored get sick. Either they're awakening to their power, or their emotions have exploded beyond control and they're on the verge of death."

"Haah..., right. That's how it was... Then that small child must be experiencing the precursor symptoms before awakening to her power."

Selina sighed deeply as if dealing with a headache and sipped the tea from the cup that had somehow flown over to her.

Teacups also flew over to Asha and me.

Pretty teacups containing tea brewed from dried horned mouse brains.

And so.

Asha naturally picked up her teacup and sipped while explaining the reason for our early morning visit.

"Yes. So I was wondering if you might have a solution, Master, which is why we came so early in the morning."

"Well... unfortunately, I don't know much about the ash-colored. They weren't my main research subject during my archmage days."

Selina shook her head, suggesting she didn't have a proper solution.

It was a reasonable response, of course.

There were only a handful of strange individuals who properly knew, researched, and explored the ash-colored.

The fact that Idrin was one of them was quite fortunate for us.

"Ah... I suppose that's true."

"Still, I should help if there's anything I can do. So, how long after the symptoms appear does the awakening happen?"

Nevertheless.

Selina began asking Asha about the ash-colored awakening process step by step, saying there might be something she could do.

"From what I remember, since she's already running a low fever, she'll soon lose consciousness and collapse. In my case, I couldn't move my body at all."

"Hmm, and then?"

I vividly remember that time as well.

It was an ordinary day, and I had gone to check on her and bring her food as she was still living in the alley.

"And then... with a high fever, excruciating pain continued for about a week before I opened my eyes. Ain said that when he found me, I was convulsing like someone about to die."

"Then... I suppose we should at least cast a pain-relief spell."

That sight—when I found her convulsing with foam in her mouth as if she were about to die—is one of those things I wish I could forget but can't.

"I'm not sure if that would work. There aren't really any records of caring for an ash-colored person during awakening, and when I awakened, there was no magician around."

"Hmm... this is quite troublesome..."

"..."

After hearing Asha's explanation, Selina scratched her head vigorously as if no suitable method came to mind.

"..., All the children in the valley must have been prepared for something like this to happen someday. But the ash-colored condition is inherently a problem without a solution."

"What should we do?"

Even with the three of us racking our brains, nothing good came to mind.

How much time passed like that?

Selina seemed to have thought of something as she slowly raised her head and spoke to us.

"Phew... I wonder, after awakening as ash-colored, will she be in a rational state when she opens her eyes?"

"Hmm, I'm not sure about that..."

"She won't be rational. The ash-colored who were always dazed with faint emotions overflow with emotions after awakening."

Although Asha bit her lip and answered that she didn't know, I had a general idea.

These were cases briefly documented in Idrin's research materials.

"Cases like Asha, where someone wakes up without issues and manages their emotions, are extremely rare exceptions. Usually, they can't control their emotions and go berserk."

"..., No matter how much explanation I hear, nothing good comes out of it."

"Unfortunately not."

So.

Looking back, bringing Asha to Rendo's grocery store to care for her when she collapsed could be called a crazy act.

That action was a strange thing I could only do because I didn't properly understand the situation.

"Then should we leave her alone in a wide, empty space with protective barriers around it?"

"It would certainly be safer if she were somewhat away from the village."

So rationally speaking, the right thing to do would be to take Alicia alone to an empty space far away, in preparation for her going berserk.

Of course.

Whether Carson would allow that, and whether we could leave Alicia alone in an empty space, was unknown.

And as we were discussing this, Asha spoke up hesitantly.

"..., But I... um... think it might be better not to leave her alone."

"Hmm? Why?"

Even though we had explained that people nearby might be in danger, she said that.

"Because... I think it helped me that Ain held my hand and spoke to me, even when I was unconscious."

She said that thanks to someone staying by her side continuously while she was writhing in pain, she was able to endure.

I understand what she's trying to say, but theoretically, it's just absurdly dangerous.

"..., I think it's too risky to try when the person staying nearby could die."

The person who would stay nearby would definitely be Carson, and Carson was just an ordinary human without mana like me.

If Alicia were to go berserk, he might turn to dust and disappear.

For that reason, I was about to object to her words, but...

"But Ain stayed by my side the whole time too."

"That was because I was a kid who didn't know any better and didn't realize the danger."

"Liar. You would have stayed by my side even if you knew everything."

There was no way I could win an argument with her from the start.

"No, that's..."

"What's the point? Carson would say he'll do it anyway if we asked him."

"Well, that's true, but..."

"Then just be quiet."

As Asha said, even if I had known all these things when I was young, I probably would have done exactly the same thing.

Anyway.

It was Selina who interrupted our conversation.

"Alright, alright. Your lovers' quarrel is unsightly, so you can continue it later. Since the person who experienced it firsthand says so, it's not an opinion we can simply ignore."

She glanced at us with a disgusted expression before speaking.

"So Asha, first prepare a spell to protect the bald man, assuming she goes berserk. You've just completed a defensive magic circle, so using that might work."

"Yes."

At Selina's words, Asha poked me in the side before nodding.

"And Ain, you go to the bald man and explain everything. Ask for his opinion and tell him you'll help. Make sure to warn him that it might be dangerous."

"Haah... yes, I'll do that."

After quickly assigning tasks to each of us, she was the first to stand up.

"You two go down first. I'll come down as soon as I'm ready."

Selina's expression as she said this was calm and serene, unlike her usual playful demeanor.

In other words.

She looked like an archmage.
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Sometimes.

I wanted to ask.

Villains who were just ordinarily bad, humans who were simply trash, criminals without sob stories.

I wondered if dividing good and evil with just those kinds of people wasn't enough.

Did we really need forced villains labeled as "ash-colored"?

Did we really need to create a valley full of criminals with tragic backstories?

Even though the spotlight would never shine on their stories, even briefly, I couldn't understand why it had to be this way.

Actually.

Even though I knew it was a meaningless question now, I still found myself thinking about it from time to time.

After Selina finished speaking, Asha and I descended the cliff together.

When I firmly wrapped my arms around her waist, she subtly transformed into ash powder and fell vertically while holding me.

Of course, even as the ash powder spread out with a whoosh when we hit the ground, my body remained completely unharmed without feeling any impact.

"Sigh... you're doing this on purpose."

"Of course not. I have no reason to do that, Ain."

She absolutely has a reason.

I clearly remember the first time I embraced her and flew through the sky, she smiled as if she'd discovered something amusing when I screamed like a child because we were going too fast.

"You just want to see me trembling in fear, don't you?"

"...Of course not. I have no reason to do that, Ain. Hmm... yes."

It would have been better if she had just spoken without turning her eyes away.

Asha turned her head slightly at my accusation and brazenly spat out her words.

Anyway.

The place we descended to was an open field far from the village.

"Ain, is this distance good enough?"

"Hmm... asking me doesn't really help since I don't know either... but thinking about the cases mentioned in the research books Idrin gave me, it should affect at least a 500-meter radius."

"Then this should be sufficient. We seem to be about twice that distance away, so we can move Alicia here."

After nodding at my words, Asha naturally began carving a magic circle into the dirt ground.

"I'll stay here and engrave a defensive magic circle, Ain."

"Okay. See you in a bit."

I greeted her and then walked away with somewhat mixed feelings.

My destination was, of course, the restaurant where Carson and Alicia would be.

Early morning still.

Although it wasn't time for Carson's restaurant to open, a reddish light was flowing from inside.

The noise coming from beyond the door was somewhat chaotic.

Busy muttering mixed with the sound of someone anxiously pacing back and forth.

So I opened the door with a creaking sound.

Of course, there wasn't much to see beyond the restaurant door.

There were no preparations to open the restaurant, and Carson's muttering was coming from inside Alicia's room.

I took a deep breath and quietly called his name.

"Carson."

As if it were only natural, the firmly closed door flung open at that single word, and Carson rushed out with bloodshot eyes and shouted at me.

"A-Ain...! H-hurry and help me...! A-Alicia collapsed. She suddenly fell over at dawn... and her body is burning hot like fire...!!"

"Sigh... Carson."

Alicia, who had only a mild fever last night, must have lost consciousness and collapsed by dawn.

He was already muttering continuously like someone half out of his mind.

Even though I had explained the situation to Carson to some extent last night, he had no room to be rational.

Now grabbing my pant leg, he begged for help in a voice filled with tears.

"Y-you know what to do when an ash-colored person gets like this, right...! Tell me what to do when an ash-colored person gets this sick... M-my precious daughter is in so much pain... I don't even understand w-why this is happening...."

"Carson."

A faint voice that was more like a groan or scream was leaking from the room.

Alicia's voice, which I was hearing almost for the first time, was making sounds as if she were about to die, just like Asha did when she was young.

However.

Carson's voice, as he clung to my pants, was even more desperate and sorrowful.

"I-I've been going around since dawn asking the people who live here... but no one could give me an answer... Those supposedly amazing guys... couldn't tell me how to help my sick daughter! My wife... my wife died telling me to protect our daughter at all costs... And if I can't even protect my daughter, I-I..."

"...Carson. Calm down."

Perhaps, ironically, this was the image of normal parents that I had always thought about.

Even though she was ash-colored, he loved his child, holding her preciously in his arms and crying sadly—a normal appearance.

"Help me, Ain.... All I can offer is just food... but if you help me this time, I'll give you meals without asking for anything in return until I die. Please help me...."

In other words, it was familial love for an ash-colored person that I had never seen in this world.

"Carson, I'll help you."

"My daughter... please... save Alicia.... If Alicia dies too, I don't think I can go on living... She's the precious child I had with my wife...."

So I grabbed the shoulders of Carson, who was clinging to my legs and sobbing like a child.

Since my voice didn't seem to reach his ears at the moment, I slowly detached him from my legs and helped him stand up.

This man, older than me, was looking at me with tears and snot running down his face.

"Your face is a mess. Your daughter would definitely hate to see you like this, Carson."

"B-but... my daughter... A-Alicia is in so much pain.... She really l-looks like she's going to d-die...."

Until last night, he had been laughing heartily, but now he was looking at me with eyes full of despair, as if everything had collapsed.

I slapped Carson's face with a smack sound, then continued speaking.

"She absolutely won't die. Do you think ash-colored people are that weak?"

"...*sob* *sniff* R-really, she won't die...? But Alicia is so sick...."

She probably won't die.

Unless someone in the valley wants to kill Alicia, she'll wail as if she's about to die but eventually open her eyes just fine.

Although, her appearance after opening her eyes might be quite different from now.

"Carson. I'll help you, so first calm down and take a deep breath."

"*sniff*... Okay.... *inhale*... *exhale*.... *inhale*... *exhale*...."

So.

Our goal is to ensure that even after Alicia opens her eyes, she won't be consumed by madness and can remain as normal as possible.

"Listen carefully."

"*sniff*... *exhale*... I-I'm listening."

"We'll somehow save your daughter, so at least you, as her parent, need to pay close attention."

"...Really?"

"Yes, really."

"Can you really save Alicia?"

"Do you think I see free food for life as worthless? I'm going to eat fifteen bowls every day, so you better be prepared, you crybaby."

I forced a smile and patted Carson's shoulder, and only then did he find hope in his pathetic appearance.

And so.

I explained our plan to Carson.

"...So you're saying we need to move Alicia to an open field away from here for her safety and everyone else's."

"Yes, during the awakening process of an ash-colored person, there's a high possibility of a massive explosion. The biggest characteristic of ash-colored people is that they possess strong power but can't control their emotions."

He became momentarily depressed at the thought of having to leave Alicia, who was already groaning in pain, alone in an empty field.

"But... Asha, who's with you, controls her emotions well, doesn't she? Isn't there a possibility that my daughter could too...?"

"It's slim. I don't know about Asha, but she's an extremely rare case, and looking at typical ash-colored cases, they usually can't control their emotions and cause accidents."

Using Asha as an example, I smiled hopefully, albeit forcefully, but then lowered the corners of my mouth again at my subsequent explanation.

"...I see."

"Of course, we don't know how Alicia will turn out, so don't give up hope. Our goal is also to ensure that Alicia opens her eyes in as normal a state as possible."

Carson looked at me while carefully embracing Alicia, who was groaning.

"Then what should I do...?"

"It might be dangerous... but Asha said having someone precious nearby and continuously talking to her was a big help."

So I repeated part of the conversation we had in the cabin early this morning.

"Of course I'll do it."

Carson nodded without the slightest hesitation.

"We'll set up a defensive magic circle for safety, but you might die, Carson."

"It doesn't matter. If something happens to Alicia too, it would be no different from dying anyway."

His eyes were still bloodshot, but he looked at Alicia with a firm gaze completely different from before, and then lifted her up.

"Let's go, Ain. I'm ready."

"...You should have been like this from the start. Earlier you were just crying like you were about to die."

"Shut up. You'll understand how it feels when you have a child of your own."

Now much calmer, he even snapped back at my words with a pout.

So we looked at each other and nodded.

The restaurant door opened with a creak as I led the way.

And.

A rather amusing scene was unfolding beyond the door.

"Why the hell are all these bastards here...?"

"...I don't know either. The restaurant's not open today, you guys."

Adrian, along with Blake, Declan, Ismel, and even other guys were all gathered, fidgeting as if they didn't know what to do.

"The valley's mascot is sick, you damn bastard!"

Even Adrian.

"Well... I thought she might have collapsed from stress because she didn't pay her tab on time...."

Even Blake.

"...As an elite knight, I was just pacing around because there was absolutely nothing I could do to help."

And Declan.

"Sigh... I just gathered all the magic books that might be useful."

Even Ismel.

All of them, unlike the criminals they were, were just standing there awkwardly, staring at Carson and Alicia.

So I looked at them with disbelief and said:

"Instead of standing around awkwardly, why don't you just do your jobs and cheer us on, you bastards."

Even at those words, they just opened and closed their mouths.

It seems they were genuinely frustrated that they couldn't help despite wanting to.

Anyway.

The valley is full of nothing but sentimental guys.
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Like the Pied Piper, a strange procession followed behind Carson and me.

"Sorry, but can't you all just go do your jobs?"

"We're going, you idiot. But we should at least see you off."

I clearly told them not to follow us from the restaurant and to go about their business, but every single one of them kept glancing around nervously and trailing after us.

It's not like they could do anything useful by coming along anyway.

"Seriously, damn... Is someone going to die or something? Just pray from wherever you are instead of not listening to a word I say."

"We'll head back as soon as you safely reach the clearing, so stop whining, you bastard."

Among them, Adrian was particularly argumentative.

Aside from being older than me, he was, as always, a disrespectful punk.

And our bickering was quickly settled by Carson's single remark.

"Both of you, be quiet. My daughter is sick, and if you keep making noise, I won't feed you anymore."

"..."

"..."

Well.

To be fair, it wasn't because of the threat about not feeding us.

Despite forcing a smile, the sight of him carefully cradling Alicia in his arms while hurrying his steps made both of us instinctively shut our mouths.

I returned to the empty clearing where Asha and I had parted ways, bringing Carson and Alicia with me.

"Huh, what's this?"

"Ain, you're here?"

What had definitely been an empty clearing before now had a small log cabin that wasn't there earlier.

Asha peeked her head out from inside the cabin to greet me.

Don't tell me it's house-building magic.

So the great mage even knew such miscellaneous spells.

Selina, she truly is the sage of this era.

"So you learned house-building magic after all, Asha?"

That's what I blurted out with those thoughts in mind.

"...Of course Horn came by briefly to build it and left. Please give up on that house-building magic already."

"Ah."

Apparently, it wasn't magic after all.

But still.

The time I spent meeting Carson, talking with him, and persuading him was only about two hours at most.

"...Could this also be considered a type of magic?"

That crazy dwarf had managed to build a log cabin large enough for four people in that short time.

Though it wasn't as polished as the house we lived in, he had built it remarkably well without any shoddy parts in such a brief period.

If I had to say, couldn't this also be considered a kind of magic unique to dwarves?

"No, it's not."

"..."

I was immediately denied by Asha.

"Whenever you encounter something you can't do, you always call it magic."

"Sorry... Wait a minute. Asha, isn't 'you always call it magic' informal speech?"

"What? Should I apologize?"

"No... it's nothing."

Asha pinched my side, telling me to stop bothering her with useless talk and to hurry up and bring Alicia inside to lie down.

Everyone looked tense, so I had intended to ease the tension with some light conversation, but sadly, my intentions were torn apart by Asha's grip.

Carson followed Asha's gesture and entered the cabin, while Adrian quietly looked me over as I got my side pinched and muttered softly.

"Already whipped, huh?"

"...Shut up."

He was making jokes while carefully watching Carson's reaction, just like me.

"Well, with your status, you probably can't properly rebel against the Ashen Witch anyway. I can already see your future clearly."

"...I said shut up."

"Beautiful roses always have sharp thorns beneath them. That's the price you pay for being captivated by looks."

He kept firing off comments while gradually increasing the distance between us, as if he'd finally caught something to tease me about. As soon as I put my hand on my scabbard, he ran off saying he had work to do.

I sighed as I watched the backs of Adrian and the others who were awkwardly snickering as they moved away.

"Ah... that guy's mouth, seriously."

"Ain, don't tell me you're regretting this now?"

Ah.

"...I didn't say anything. I didn't say a word."

"Don't pick up his strange speech habits."

"Yes, ma'am."

It seems Asha is quite sensitive today, so I should be careful with every word and action.

The truth is, just like when Asha was sick, there's nothing we can do immediately after the early symptoms of an Ashen awakening begin.

The awakening process can last anywhere from three days at the shortest to ten days at the longest.

Still, since the timing varies slightly for each Ashen Witch, we moved her here in advance to prepare for any possible situation.

That's why Carson and Asha, who refused to leave Alicia's side even for a moment, along with myself, were staying in the cabin together.

I wondered if Asha and I really needed to be there too, but without us, we couldn't respond immediately to emergency situations.

I had no idea what Selina was preparing, as she hadn't shown herself even after a full day had passed.

Anyway.

The scene inside the cabin was like this:

Alicia, still unconscious, with Carson clutching his daughter's hand tightly and calling her name sorrowfully.

Me, somehow ending up doing all the small errands like changing wet towels and preparing meals, and Asha, wearing some glasses while scribbling on stacks of paper for her magic research.

"Asha, what's with those glasses?"

"Oh, these are my master's glasses that I took. She said they help improve concentration."

Watching her tap the frame of the glasses before immersing herself back into her magic research, I could vaguely see an overlap with the future Asha.

Glasses suited Asha strangely well.

But you know.

"...Is it okay for you to take those? Doesn't Selina need them too? Or does she have spare pairs...?"

"No, she doesn't have any spares. But she's going to die soon anyway..."

Hey, hey.

I hurriedly covered her mouth to cut off her words, then gestured for her to just focus on her research.

No matter what, let's not finish that terrible statement about taking things from someone who's going to die soon.

Asha nodded as if it wasn't a big deal and went back to concentrating on her magic research.

She was completely focused on her research except for the occasional moments when she got up to check on Alicia's condition.

In other words.

After spending several months doing magic research with Selina, Asha had truly become like a proper mage.

Time continued to pass.

"Alicia, it's okay. You'll be fine soon."

Even after five days, let alone three, Alicia was still groaning and writhing in pain without opening her eyes.

It was taking a bit longer than we had expected.

"Ain... You don't think something's wrong with my daughter, do you?"

"No. I explained it to you. It can take anywhere from three days to ten days."

Generally, they wake up between three to five days, but exceeding that time doesn't necessarily mean there's a serious problem.

Well.

Since the Ashen awakening itself was already a serious situation, it was almost laughable to worry about it taking an extra day or two.

"Sigh... Right. I'm sure she's fine. Yes, there's no problem."

"With you taking such good care of her, there won't be any issues."

I patted Carson's shoulder, who was trying to hide his anxiety, then approached Asha, who was still busy researching magic in the same position.

"Asha."

"Hmm... Yes, Ain, what is it?"

She only looked up at me after finishing the part she was writing, despite my call.

"Do you remember how many days it took for you to wake up?"

"Hmm, I think it was just under a week for me. But shouldn't you be the one remembering this, since you were by my side the whole time?"

"...Sorry."

"Yes, you should be sorry."

Asha glared at me with half-lidded eyes, but since she said it took about a week for her too, I guess there's nothing to worry about.

There were no cases where taking longer meant becoming a more powerful Ashen Witch anyway.

So it should be fine.

With Carson continuously nursing her and calling Alicia's name, I believe she'll be okay.

She might not be completely normal, but I trust there won't be any major problems.

By the way.

"Why isn't Selina coming?"

The old archmage who told us to go ahead because she had preparations to make hasn't shown her face for over five days now.

If she's preparing for an Ashen Witch's rampage, I can somewhat understand why it's taking so long.

But given her age, I can't help but worry that she might have overexerted herself and passed away while we weren't there.

So after changing the wet towel one more time, I got up from my seat.

Since Asha couldn't leave her post in case something happened, I had no choice but to check on these miscellaneous matters myself.

"Asha, I'm going out for a bit. Selina's taking too long, so I should check on her."

"Ah... okay. Have a safe trip. I'd like to bring her to the cabin, but I can't really leave my post."

Asha waved her hand apologetically while remaining seated.

I smiled at her before opening the door and stepping outside.

And then I saw it.

"What is she doing?"

Selina, who hadn't shown her face until yesterday, finally appeared today.

She was flying high in the sky, riding a broomstick.

So.

It seemed like she was doing something, but...

"Hmm..."

To be honest, it looked like she had gone senile in that short time and forgotten everything, just playing around.

Of course, that couldn't be the case.
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Is this how it was supposed to be done?

"Haha...."

I don't know.

"...I must be close to death, because I simply cannot remember."

I can't even properly recall the magic I created anymore.

It's been two days since I told the children to go ahead, yet I haven't started any of the preparations I mentioned.

"Among my research materials... I wonder if anything remains..."

I've set aside all my useless pride and searched through countless research materials.

If I can't even remember whether I documented it, perhaps I'm no longer worthy of being called an Archmage.

In truth.

It's no longer just about cumbersome titles like Archmage.

I can't even remember my mother and father's faces.

My mother passed away long ago, but my father should still be living in the Forest of Elves.

Even if I were to meet him before I die, I wouldn't recognize him now.

Still.

"Ah."

I finally found the materials I've been searching for these past two days.

The problem is.

"Haha... ah... hm...."

Whether this is truly the magic circle and spell I created.

"I'm certain I created this, but to not recognize my own magic circle is a bit much..."

No matter how much I examine the materials, I simply cannot recognize most of it.

I'm sorry.

I'm not sure if I can finish in time.

"What can I do? Still, what must be done..."

Nevertheless, I raise my staff.

Even if I'm an Archmage in name only now, the conviction I had when I received the title remains.

Even if I became a criminal to uphold my beliefs, they haven't wavered in the slightest.

So that the children may be happy.

So that everyone can reach a good ending.

I.

Even if I must sacrifice this body, I will scatter magic throughout the world.

********

Carson held Alicia's hand tightly as he slept.

It's already late at night.

"She's a bit late, isn't she?"

"...Yes, she is."

Having passed the fifth day and now into the sixth night, Alicia continues to writhe in pain, groaning.

Since it's not a disease, bacteria, or wound, recovery magic is meaningless, yet she's been trembling and crying for days.

Occasionally when Alicia's voice escapes with an "Ah," Carson jolts awake from his dozing and changes the wet cloth on his daughter's forehead.

Meanwhile, Asha and I have been taking turns napping while observing Alicia's condition.

We needed to respond immediately if any abnormal signs appeared, taking over for Carson who had fallen asleep after tending to Alicia continuously.

Now was the brief moment between shifts.

"Hmm, is the Master still flying in the sky?"

"Yes, I have no idea what she's doing, but it doesn't seem like she's playing around, so I'm not interfering."

Since yesterday, Selina has been flying around doing something, and Asha also tilted her head saying she didn't know why either.

"Even so... surely she hasn't developed dementia in this situation, right?"

"That's right."

Still, we both believe her strange behavior isn't due to dementia.

"Somehow I've spent several months with the Master now, but I still don't quite understand her. Still, she's a good person, so..."

"True. At least she's kind enough that even with dementia, she'd be considerate at a time like this."

We were having a somewhat disrespectful conversation, but it should be fine since the subject wasn't around to hear it.

And so.

After our brief conversation, Asha, who had been keeping watch while I slept, rested her head on my thigh and fell asleep.

"..."

Until just before falling asleep, she kept biting my thigh and burying her face in my stomach, inhaling in a creepy way, which was a bit eerie.

But she must have been tired, because after repeating such behavior, she gradually lost strength and eventually collapsed into sleep.

"You look like an angel when you're sleeping."

Fortunately, I didn't hear the nasty retort, "Does that mean I look like a devil when I'm awake?"

I flinched after saying those words, worried she might respond, but she really was asleep.

So.

I gently stroked her head while looking around the cabin.

Both Asha and Carson had fallen asleep from exhaustion.

Only gentle breathing sounds mingled inside the cabin.

Outside the small window was complete darkness, with the only light coming from a single candle on the central table.

"..."

Alicia hadn't regained consciousness even once since she collapsed on the first day.

She had mumbled something several times, but not clearly enough to understand.

It was quite different from Asha, who had clearly mumbled my name even while unconscious.

Come to think of it.

"...Ah."

At some point, Alicia's groaning that had filled the cabin stopped.

Just a moment ago, our breathing and Alicia's moans had been mingling in the cabin, but now only our breathing spread quietly.

It was a quiet moment, just like when Asha finished her awakening and opened her eyes.

So I quietly called out two names.

"...Asha. ...Carson."

"..."

"..."

Despite my call, both were still deep in sleep from exhaustion.

"Asha, wake up. Carson, open your eyes."

Then a voice is heard.

"Fa... ther..."

"..."

On the sixth night, Alicia has opened her eyes and is mumbling softly.

"Fa... ther."

"Mmm... huh? Alicia...?"

Just as with Asha, the trembling from pain had stopped.

Unlike Asha's, patterns gradually form in her clear, deep-colored eyes.

The mage's mark, obtained naturally without any effort.

It proves that Alicia too has manifested her talent as an Ash-colored one.

"Ah... Fa, ther..."

"Y-yes! Can you recognize your father, Alicia!?"

Her eyes blink repeatedly, still staring into space.

Her voice, which had been barely audible, gradually becomes clearer.

"Father..."

"Yes, my daughter. Father is here. My precious daughter... Father is right beside you."

Carson embraces her, tears streaming down his face as Alicia speaks quite normally.

And then.

"...Carson."

Alicia's expression begins to distort, little by little, in strange ways.

Grotesque and sorrowful. Desperate and vicious.

No emotions like joy or happiness appear at all; instead, her face fills entirely with such disturbing expressions.

"Father..."

"Yes, Alicia..."

"Mother..."

Ah.

Something's wrong.

"...Alicia? What are you suddenly saying...?"

"Mother... why...? Why was Mother hit...?"

Something is definitely wrong.

"Alicia, wait..."

"Why... why did Mother have to die from being beaten...? Why did Mother die? Where did Mother go? Mother? Mother... Mother...? Why is Mother gone...? Father, Mother disappeared. I can't see Mother. Mother is gone...? Mother, where are you? Why? How...?"

Though it's not Asha's, ash begins to swirl around gradually.

Mana, perhaps more dangerous in its raw form, is gathering around her.

"A-Alicia! Calm down and look at your father...!"

"Where did Mother go...? Is Mother dead? This is strange, Mother is gone. Mother... Mother was holding me and enduring... Ah. Uh... Mother...? Why? Does she have to be hit...? Mother didn't do anything wrong... why...?"

This has definitely failed.

"Asha, wake up."

"Yaaawn... Ain. Why suddenly... huh?"

I immediately woke Asha up forcefully and then rushed to Carson to pull him away.

"Carson, step back for now."

"Ah, aah... N-no! My daughter, my precious daughter...!"

"I'm not trying to kill her, so move aside. If you stay close, you'll die, you idiot!"

Carson's hands, already embracing Alicia, were half torn away where they touched the ash.

The man seemed not to feel the pain, probably because he was so focused on his daughter's condition, but parts of Carson's body were already covered in blood.

"A-Alicia...!! N-no!! P-please...! Don't kill my daughter, Ain...! Please...!"

"I won't kill her, so get a grip!"

Where did it go wrong?

Was the process flawed from the beginning, or was the hope that an Ash-colored one could become normal just an illusion?

I couldn't tell which of the many possibilities was correct, but I knew for certain that we needed to contain the ash before us immediately.

"Asha, use a defensive magic circle to block it!"

"Understood."

After the barrier separated Alicia and Carson.

"Ugh, ah... aaaah... AAAAAAHHH!!!"

Alicia screamed.

A massive explosion begins to occur right before our eyes.

"No!! No, Alicia...!!"

"Close your eyes if you don't want to go blind, you fool!!"

I immediately pulled Carson away from the barrier where he was clinging and wailing, threw him to the floor, and covered his ears with both hands.

While the barrier might block the explosion's impact, the roar of the ash and the massive flash of light erupting right in front of us were enough to damage the eyes and ears of an ordinary person.

The barrier and ash collide.

Through the bizarre tearing sound of the barrier being scratched with a "KEEEEEEEE—"

The crying of a still-young girl could be heard mixed in.

Ch.176 - Episode 8. Valley of the Fallen. (24)
# Episode 8. Valley of the Fallen

A long ringing sound echoed in my ears.

The barrier managed to contain Alicia, but the powerful explosion left my tightly closed eyes and covered ears feeling numb.

"Ain, are you okay?"

"..., I'm fine."

Though I was still dizzy from the impact of the explosion, it wasn't bad enough to keep me from standing.

Rather than me, Carson's condition was the real problem.

"Ah, Alicia...! My daughter, my precious daughter...."

I clearly told him to close his eyes and cover his ears, but he must not have done it properly as blood was flowing from both his eyes and ears.

Judging by his unfocused gaze, he had gone blind.

The streams of blood from his ears suggested his eardrums had ruptured as well.

"Daddy will..., Daddy will come to you, just wait a little...! Alicia, please...!"

Despite his condition, he kept trying to crawl toward where Alicia was.

So.

I lightly struck the back of Carson's neck to knock him out and hoisted him up.

"Asha, I need some healing magic, please."

"Yes, Ain."

His body was already in tatters, so my armor and clothes were instantly soaked with red blood.

I carried Carson, whose body had begun to slowly heal, and placed him at some distance from Alicia.

After leaving Carson far away, I returned to Asha and called out to her.

"Asha."

"..., If we leave her like that, she'll eventually die."

I know.

This was my first time seeing an Ashen power going berserk in person, but I'd seen this outcome in newspapers many times before.

It's the process where emotions overflow until the dam breaks, pouring everything out before it can be refilled, and then ending forever.

"Would it be difficult to subdue her?"

"..., I'm not sure. Moderate magic would dissipate upon touching the ash, and stronger magic might accidentally kill her."

Amidst the continuous explosions against the barrier, sorrowful screams could be heard.

Through the swirling ash, I could see a small girl crying.

Though she had said she'd lost her memories of that time, she was now repeatedly calling out for her "mother."

"What about illusion magic?"

"..., I already cast it along with the barrier when you and Carson covered your eyes and ears and ducked down. But even in a happy illusion, she still had nightmares."

Asha shook her head at my question.

It seemed that even illusion magic had no effect on Alicia.

If she could be calmed by happy memories, Carson's calls and warm touch might have been enough.

Any illusion that might make Alicia feel happy would only end up making her more desperate.

And Asha was watching it all with a troubled expression.

I couldn't think of a suitable method.

Even in Idrin's research books, there were no cases of safely subduing and calming an Ashen who had already begun to go berserk.

Of course, Idrin's hypothesis did mention ways to subdue an Ashen, but honestly, they were dangerous methods rather than suitable ones.

"Maybe knocking her unconscious is the right approach."

"Hmm..., since the illusion magic didn't stop her rampage, being unconscious might not make a difference if she's still dreaming."

"Haa..., I see."

"Yes, in this state, she could probably continue rampaging even without consciousness. Still, I'll try knocking her out."

Asha began casting magic toward Alicia, saying she'd try everything possible.

Some spells were scattered by the ash swirling around Alicia, while others reached her but showed no effect.

Only the small girl's crying continued to be heard.

She kept calling for her "mother" and took steps toward the barrier Asha had created.

Inside the barrier, the grass roots and weeds had already turned to dust upon contact with the ash, and with each step Alicia took, even the soil crumbled bit by bit.

Then Alicia was hit by Asha's magic and collapsed momentarily.

The ash also briefly stopped swirling.

"Ain, I've managed to knock her out..., ah."

However.

As Asha had predicted, Alicia soon got up again and cried with empty, unfocused eyes.

The sorrowful screams and threatening ash resumed shortly after.

She walked all the way to the barrier and, finding her path blocked by the transparent wall, banged her head against it while screaming "Aaaaargh!"

"..."

"..."

There was no clear solution in sight.

I wondered if there might be magic to erase memories or prevent dreams.

Selina might know, but she hadn't shown herself even in this situation.

She wasn't flying around on a broomstick tonight either.

I had no idea what she was preparing that kept her away for six days, but her help was desperately needed right now.

And then.

"So you failed after all that confidence, Ain. Heh..., our mascot looks terrible."

"Hmm..., I came to help anyway. Though I don't treat her as a monster, maybe a magic circle designed for large monsters might work."

"Of course, we're not sure if we'll be of any help."

The voices coming from behind weren't Selina's, but those of other guys.

Adrian.

Ismel.

Declan.

And all those guys who had gathered in front of the dining hall were now here, rolling up their sleeves as they looked at Alicia.

"What do you want us to do, Ain?"

Dozens of criminals asked me with solemn expressions, as if preparing for a final battle.

So.

I let out a deep sigh before answering.

"You guys are just too sentimental. Declan, you're coming inside with me."

"Hmm..., I didn't expect to be looking for a companion on the road to the afterlife."

"Who said anything about dying? We're going to subdue her."

"Subduing a rampaging Ashen with a sword... Your thinking is still as crude and reckless as ever."

Despite saying that, Declan drew his sword and naturally came to stand beside me.

"Also, are there any mages who know memory-erasing magic?"

"Sorry, but that's forbidden magic, so no one here would know it. Besides, it's high-level magic that would only be found in books accessible to someone of Grand Mage level."

"Then what about magic that prevents dreams?"

"I do know that one. But would just knocking her out and preventing dreams be enough to subdue her?"

"Who knows. We have to try."

"Crude and reckless bastard."

Adrian looked at me incredulously as he pulled out his staff.

Other mages also raised their staffs, discussing various spells.

I don't know.

I'm not sure if such simple and crude methods will work, but I intend to try everything possible.

I didn't want to see Alicia exhaust herself to death and that madman Carson commit suicide.

As I was loosening up with my sword drawn, Asha approached and spoke to me.

"Ain."

"Ah, yes?"

"Take this and keep it in your chest pocket. I'll cast a small protective spell for you."

What she handed me was a bundle of paper covered in magical symbols I didn't recognize.

"Thanks."

"Since it's drawn on paper, the duration is short. You need to get out before the paper tears."

"Of course. Don't worry... ugh...!"

Asha naturally chanted a spell while glaring at me with narrowed eyes.

"You always tell me not to worry, but then you get terribly injured. If it doesn't work, I'll figure something out, so don't push yourself, Ain."

"Ah, I get it, so my side... oww...!"

Her hand had sneakily approached and was now pinching my side hard. As the barrier activated, she released my side and then smacked my shoulder.

"It's a promise. Don't overdo it."

"..., My side hurts more."

"Don't talk back."

"Alright. I won't push myself, so don't worry."

It's not like I'm doing this because I want to die.

I'm just not smart enough to think of any better method than putting my weak body on the line.

Asha nodded at my response.

Looking at Declan who was waiting quietly, I saw him nod as if ready, then step forward.

"Let's go. I'll explain as we enter."

"Alright, let's go. To the afterlife."

"I told you we're not going to die."

If I die here, it won't end with just my death—Asha will go berserk and the valley will disappear, you madman.

I thought this as I smacked Declan's head.

We approached right up to the barrier.

Alicia's screams were clearer now than when we were further away.

"Aah..., mo, theeer.... Ah, uh. Aaaah...!"

She was now crying tears of blood.

Her clothes were all torn by the ash, and now the ash she had scattered was eating away at her own flesh.

"I think we'll die if we go in there, Ain."

"Elite knight my ass—your sword is short but your mouth runs long."

"A dead knight is just a corpse."

Declan seemed frightened seeing the scene up close and swallowed hard.

"Just shut up and follow me in. We only have one thing to do anyway."

"Damn..., I picked the wrong fight."

I just focused as I stepped into the barrier.

To explain.

Idrin's research books did mention a way to subdue a rampaging Ashen without killing them.

- A mage's weakness is the center of their mana. Therefore, Ashen mages share the same weakness as ordinary mages.

- Although there are no recorded cases of successful subdual, there are records of temporarily suppressing their power.

It's simple and straightforward.

The center of mana is the two eyeballs where the symbols are engraved.

"So if we gouge out both eyeballs, the ash will stop momentarily."

"..., You speak so casually about gouging out the eyes of that small child."

Of course, I said it was simple and straightforward, but I was reluctant to gouge out the eyes of a small child I'd known for a long time.

"Besides, if simply removing the eyeballs would work, wouldn't it be safer for mages to target them from a distance?"

"That would only be safer for us, not for Alicia."

However, entrusting this to mages who would need to precisely control their mana to avoid the ash and only target the eyeballs was essentially nonsense.

If they made a mistake and blew off her entire head, she would die instantly, Ashen or not.

Dealing with an Ashen with controlled, delicate attacks was something only those bastards from the Papal State with their perfect compatibility could do.

And ironically, those guys go crazy at the sight of an Ashen and try to kill them with all their might.

"Haa..., alright. Let's do this."

"You should have agreed from the start."

"..., Honestly, I don't want to die either."

Same here.

As I've said many times, I'm not doing this because I want to die.

Just.

I've always wanted all of us to live together.
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I honestly don't know.

What could possibly justify this between a small child I've known for less than a year and a middle-aged bald man?

I still can't tell if this dangerous act—more perilous than fighting paladins, this madness of subduing and saving a rampaging Ashen Witch—is truly the right thing to do.

I'm afraid too.

Honestly, just like Declan's hesitation, I also don't want to die, so I naturally find myself taking steps backward.

But I force myself to speak.

"Let's go."

"Hah..., alright."

I push my feet forward, fighting against the instinct to keep retreating if left to their own devices.

Pat-

The soil, already crumbled by ash, makes an unusual crumbling sound beneath my feet.

The ground isn't solid at all, feeling strange and odd underfoot as it kicks up dust.

Aah-

Alicia is still wailing in front of the barrier where she's been banging her head since earlier.

Aaah-

As I run closer to her, her cries become clearer through the roaring noise.

Aaaaargh--

The sound is hardly recognizable as coming from a girl her age, more like the howl of a beast.

"..."

The plan is simple.

Gouge out her two eyes—the source of mana—knock her unconscious, then have the mages immediately cast a dreamless sleep spell to put her into a deep slumber.

Of course, removing her eyes won't eliminate all the mana in her body, but the idea is to quickly subdue her during the temporary mana vortex state.

That was it. No need to explain anything else.

So.

"Hup...!"

I just needed to not hesitate.

I'd built a relationship with that small child over months of encounters in the dining hall, even patting that vacant-faced little girl's head at times.

All I had to do was unhesitatingly gouge out the eyes of that small, fragile girl.

I bit my lip and adjusted my grip on my sword.

My ordinary dagger, wielded without mana, would crumble to ash instantly, and I wasn't confident I could precisely target just the eyes by thrusting a mana-infused longsword.

So I charged at Alicia, gripping the tip of the blade as I ran.

With a rapid patter of footsteps, I finally reached right behind her.

Alicia's back, though covered in ash, looked quite defenseless.

"Mommy..., Mom..., aah... ugh, aah...!"

"..."

She was just trembling and repeating those words.

"Why..., Mommy..., how could, ah.... ugh, aaah...."

"..."

It should be easy.

While she still hadn't noticed my approach, I just needed to quickly pierce her eyes with the tip of my sword, pushing in just a little.

Though I'd never done such a thing before, the situation before me suggested that would be enough.

"Aah..., Mom.... Daddy.... where did you go.... ugh, ah.... hic, sniff.... aaaah...."

"..."

Ah.

Shit.

This really was madness.

Gouging out the eyes of a small child who was busy wailing for her mommy and daddy was something I couldn't do without hesitation, Ashen Witch or not.

So I hesitated for a moment.

Me.

And Declan too.

We'd reached right behind Alicia with our swords drawn, but couldn't thrust them into her as she wept so pitifully.

We should have immediately stabbed both her eyes to neutralize her before she noticed, but stupidly, we failed to properly execute our task.

Finally, Alicia's head whipped around to look at us.

"Aah..."

The patterns in her eyes were spinning wildly.

Her tears, which should have been clear, were now flowing down red-stained, and her skin was beginning to peel off where it contacted the ash she was emitting.

Looking like she might self-destruct if just a little more time passed, she spoke to us.

"Did you... come to kill Mommy too...?"

"..."

"..."

As if she'd gone completely mad, she trembled, twitching her head strangely as she reached out toward us.

Despite having seen her for quite some time, Alicia didn't recognize who we were.

"You too... want to kill Mommy.... That's it.... Mommy..., again. Trying to kill her...."

The child's eyes weren't really looking at us, but rather seemed vacant, as if recalling past nightmares.

"..., Ain."

"..., Yeah."

So I gritted my teeth until they made a grinding sound, steeling myself.

I needed to thrust the tip of my sword into those eyes that were busy shedding bloody tears.

"Bad people..., again Mommy.... Kill...."

Declan and I nodded slightly at that thought, then thrust our swords forcefully toward Alicia.

And.

Our swords were forcibly stopped before reaching her eyes, making a grating sound as they scraped against ash.

Even though I thrust with full speed and mana, I saw Alicia's eyes move bizarrely, following our swords.

Perhaps even if we had tried to ambush her without hesitation, we would have been similarly blocked.

"Aah..., everyone.... I'll kill you all."

Blood flowed from her eyes and between her parted lips with an "ah" sound.

The ending of the Ashen Witch that I knew was one step closer.

The ink was spreading toward an end similar to what Asha in the novel would have faced—death at the hands of the Hero and Saint, had I not changed things.

"I'll kill everyone."

Her voice, filled with hatred, was quite clear.

"..., Damn it."

"Declan, keep attacking..., ugh...!"

Kwaaang-

Just as I was about to tell him to attack again, a massive explosion right in front of us sent Declan and me flying far away from Alicia.

Of course, our bodies were fine thanks to the small barrier still in effect, but that wasn't the problem.

The ash was now flying toward us instead of attacking the barrier as before.

"Declan, keep checking that the magic circle paper isn't torn."

"Hah..., at this rate, I won't live out my natural lifespan."

I said that to Declan and then stepped forward first.

The ash had already filled the inside of the barrier and was shooting toward us.

The protective magic Asha cast directly on our bodies might still be working, but at this rate, the paper would tear before long.

"I'll kill you. I'll kill you all. I'll tear you to pieces and kill you. Everyone..., I'll kill everyone."

Muttering like that, Alicia rolled her eyes wildly and completely covered the area around the barrier with ash.

Instinctively, she seemed to have eliminated any escape route for us.

"Damn it, Ain, this is the road to hell."

"..., We won't die. Probably."

Breaking through the ash to escape wasn't impossible, but Alicia was approaching, openly declaring she would kill us.

So we had to try as much as we could.

If we were in mortal danger, Asha would somehow save us, but then we wouldn't be able to prevent Alicia from dying with all her might.

With that thought, I gripped my sword tightly, watching the ash pouring toward us.

"I'll clear a path, so follow me closely, Declan."

"Hah..., alright."

In other words.

While Asha was immersed in magical research with Selina in the cabin for months, I wasn't just idling around.

I kept sparring and training with Declan and the others, trying somehow to become stronger.

I'd thought many times that I wished I had a technique I could use.

'Would it be hard to launch a sword aura?'

'You think you can perform a feat that requires at least a Sword Saint, not just a Knight Commander?'

'Hey, asshole. Can't I even wish for something?'

'Well, no... your skills are certainly outstanding, but I think it's unreasonable to say that would be possible.'

I wanted a technique that only I could accomplish, like those near-miraculous skills that only those who have extremely honed their swordsmanship can achieve.

And.

Though it might seem somewhat ridiculous, I finally created one.

"Hoo...."

Looking at the ash pouring toward me, I rotated the mana in my sword like crazy.

This madness requires using about half of the embedded mana to properly utilize, but there was no need to regret using half at once.

"Hup...!"

Because this produces enough efficiency to justify it.

I pulled my sword all the way back behind my body, then infused it with mana from my gauntlet and armor before swinging it forward with all my might.

To be more precise, rather than swinging it with all my might, I threw the sword itself forward with full force.

Kwagagagak-

My sword, flying forward, made that thunderous sound as it cut a path through the ash.

"You crazy bastard. What kind of swordsman throws away his sword?"

"Instead of cursing, run...!"

I ran like mad along the path opened by my flying sword.

I could clearly see Alicia, shedding bloody tears filled with hatred.

I'd pondered for months on end.

After leaving the valley again, we would inevitably have to face the paladins and holy knights.

As Criseo Mateus, the Papal State's old paladin, had warned, an even stronger pursuit team would be chasing us than before.

So I thought ordinary concerns and efforts wouldn't be enough, and I considered methods beyond common sense.

A swordsman with mana.

Generally, swordsmen with mana can only use it to coat their swords, but that had nothing to do with me.

The limitations they face are fundamentally different from mine.

Though I had no mana, my sword had plenty, and since the sword's mana was stored externally, it wouldn't dissipate even if separated from my body.

So I didn't necessarily have to advance toward the tip of my sword.

I didn't need to perform the miraculous feat of launching a sword aura through intense effort.

I just needed to throw the sword with its wildly rotating mana.

Kwagagagak-

Though certainly my shoulder and elbow joints cracked and broke from the reckless action, this was pain I'd grown quite accustomed to.

"Nngh...! I can't do this twice, so we have to succeed this time...!"

"Got it. I'll pour in my mana too."

However.

If I had tried to approach Alicia directly wielding my sword without throwing it.

I would have consumed even more mana as it was eaten away, and my shoulder and elbow would have been damaged even worse.

So it was a good decision.

Thinking that, I took out a recovery potion from my chest and downed it, also confirming that the magic circle paper was starting to tear.

"Declan, if we fail this time, we need to escape!"

"We'll succeed...! Because we have to save the child...!"

We ran like mad.

Alicia, shedding bloody tears and saying she would kill us, spewed ash toward us again.

But I picked up my fallen sword, leaving only 10% of its mana, and lifted it with my intact arm before throwing it with all my might once more.

Kwagagagak-

With that sound, a path opened all the way to right in front of Alicia.

As a result, both my arms were in a state worse than rags, but with the support of my gauntlets and armor, I could still move if I endured the pain.

"Aah..., die..., die...! Die...! Everyone just die...!!"

So Declan and I reached close enough to hear Alicia's voice clearly.

This time, I won't hesitate.

"..., I'm sorry. Bear with it for a moment."

Muttering that, I used the remaining 10% of mana to pierce Alicia's eye with the tip of my sword.

Declan also gritted his teeth and stabbed the other eye with his sword aura raised.

Of course, there was resistance with a grating sound, but unlike before, this time the blade touched her eye.

"Aaaagh...!! Kyaaagh!!"

Alicia's pain-filled scream echoed, and the ash stopped moving all at once, as if startled.

Now's the time.

The mages chant their spells.

Asha's magic clears away the ash around us, and the magic of Adrian and the others reaches Alicia without any interference.

They knock her unconscious while her mana source is temporarily destroyed. Then they cast a dreamless sleep spell to put her into a deep slumber.

With a thud, Alicia's fragile body collapses.

The ash that had completely covered the inside of the barrier disperses into the air and disappears, leaving only silence after the thunderous noise and screams.

"Haah...."

"I thought we were going to die...."

And so.

Even after 10 seconds, 20 seconds, and a minute passed, Alicia remained quietly collapsed.

Idrin's hypothesis and my method had succeeded.

The rampaging Ashen Witch had calmed down.

Though cruelly, we had gouged out both her eyes, and her skin was completely peeled off from self-inflicted wounds, but we had saved her for now.

The numerous wounds could be healed.

"Ah..., we saved her."

"I really thought I was going to die trying to save one child, damn it, Ain."

"I told you we wouldn't die...."

Declan and I looked at the completely torn magic circle paper and then collapsed onto the ground, while Asha crossed over the barrier and ran toward me.

"You're all beaten up again, Ain."

"..., If I stopped an Ashen Witch with just two arms, I'd say that's getting off cheap..., aaagh!! It hurts...!"

After pouting at my condition, she poked my arms that I couldn't even lift properly, then healed my body with recovery magic.

The pain began to fade.

Even though I could endure the pain, it wasn't comfortable, so as my broken and twisted arms gradually healed and other joints properly reconnected, I finally felt like I might survive.

"And what was that strange technique?"

"I thought it might be necessary, so I created it over the past few months. What do you think? It's definitely effective..., aaagh!! It really hurts...!"

"..., Why are you grinning about a technique that destroys your body, you fool?"

When I grinned as the tension eased and explained, Asha glared at me with half-closed eyes and pinched my side hard.

Honestly, it felt almost as painful as having my arms broken.

Anyway.

"We succeeded."

"Yes, we succeeded. You worked hard, Ain."

We succeeded in subduing Alicia.

"We should heal her, but I wonder if it's okay to heal her right away."

"That's..., I'm not sure. If she recovers, she might wake up immediately, and then we'd have to do this all over again."

Although.

We didn't know what to do next, but just being able to save her for now was enough....

"Mom.... Mommy.... Ah, ugh...."

Ah.

"Ah...."

"..., How is she recovering already...?"

What could be the problem this time?

It's all unknowns because we've never experienced this before.

We definitely gouged out her eyes to disrupt her mana, knocked her unconscious, and even erased her dreams, but.

After about 10 minutes, her wounded body began to twitch, and Alicia's murmuring could be heard.

"Mommy..., where did you go...? Mom.... Daddy...."

Was the problem that it was just a hypothesis that we might be able to subdue her by removing her mana source and weakening her, rather than a certainty?

The ash that had been scattered and trembling begins to swirl again.

We hadn't removed the barrier yet, so there was no danger beyond it, but this was about Alicia's life, not our safety.

Her condition was already poor.

She's going to die.

If she exerted more force and pushed herself there, she would surely die.

"Asha."

"..., I'll knock her unconscious for now."

If she could hold out for 10 minutes, could we solve the problem by continuously knocking her unconscious?

I don't know.

I can't tell.

We'd tried every method we could think of, but we still ended up like this, and the only solution I could think of was to kill her.

"Mommy..., Daddy.... Ah, aaah...."

Alicia.

She's trying to burn her final flame as she approaches the brink of death.












And.

At that moment, a voice is heard.


«Ah, hear me.»

«Desperate breaths, agonizing screams, sorrowful weeping.»


The woman's voice that I'd been wondering where she'd gone comes from the sky.


«Ah, help me.»

«Unintended fate, unchosen path, fallen conclusion.»


Massive mana stones, almost like gravestones, fall and embed themselves around Alicia with a thud.

They resonate with a humming sound.


«Ah.»

«Grant a miracle so that one may not succumb to it.»

«So that with mere human wishes, fate may be defied for a moment.»

«So that with mere human prayers, a new current may begin.»

«Ah, grant a miracle.»


A magic circle large enough to cover the entire valley spreads across the sky, and the dark night sky becomes as bright as day.

And.

Selina's eyes shone even more vividly.


«Please.»

«Grant a stay of time.»


Declan, Asha, and I are forcibly pushed away, and Alicia's body, surrounded by mana stones, rises and becomes fixed in midair.

Light spread.

Light poured down from the magic circle in the sky.


From the noble floating archmage.

A miracle is pouring down.
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Finally, it was over.

As if to prove that not just anyone could earn the title of Grand Mage, Selina's vast magic circle and the incantations that echoed throughout the valley brought the situation to an end.

Alicia remained suspended in midair at the center of several enormous mana stones, bound by mana chains, all speech and movement ceased.

She remained perfectly still with her eyes closed, not even showing signs of breathing, as if time itself had stopped.

And then.

Selina, who had activated the spell from high in the sky, seemed to lose consciousness and plummeted toward the dirt ground where we stood.

Of course, I ran and caught her before she could crash headfirst into the ground, but she hasn't opened her eyes for over two weeks now.

At the same time, the small cottage on the cliff disappeared.

The rattling portable stove that followed her everywhere, the tea ingredients she cherished, countless research texts and various books—all vanished.

As not even a trace of mana could be sensed from Selina's body anymore, everything disappeared along with the cottage.

That's why she's now sleeping in our house.

The valley landscape is peaceful.

The summer sun that once heated the soil intensely has now mellowed to a pleasantly warm glow.

Though I entered the valley in winter, time has inevitably passed, and we're approaching winter once again.

In other words, it's already autumn.

The harvest season has arrived.

Everyone's smiling as if the recent commotion and turmoil can be easily forgotten.

"Hey, Ain! If you're not busy, come help us harvest in the fields! We need to prepare for the harvest festival soon!"

"I'm busy too, you idiots."

"Hehehe... you shameless bastard! If you don't want to help, just say so! We won't let you eat any of it!"

As I wave my hand at the group rushing toward the fields, I realize once again how deeply I've become embedded in this landscape.

It's really almost time for me to leave, and a sigh mixed with regret escapes me.

I watch their retreating backs growing distant, then start walking again.

It was a little past lunchtime and I was feeling somewhat hungry, and I was also worried about a certain bald man.

As always.

The unoiled hinges creaked like a doorbell.

A small light shining through the door crack welcomed me.

"Carson."

"..."

And there was only one person inside.

He was sitting alone at the center table where he usually sat with a small girl, staring blankly into space.

"Hey, baldy."

"...Ah. Y-yes. Ain, you're here!"

Despite usually getting angry when called baldy, now he only raised his head as if just coming to his senses and awkwardly lifted the corners of his mouth.

"I'm hungry. Give me food."

"Right, food. Just wait a bit! Soon... Ah. I haven't prepared the ingredients yet... It might not be that quick..."

The guy who normally would be up since morning preparing ingredients and serving customers scratched his head awkwardly as he looked at the dirt-covered ingredients scattered around the kitchen.

"Would it help if I assist with the ingredients?"

"...That would be appreciated."

So.

I naturally approached the kitchen and started preparing the ingredients, just as I had done yesterday, the day before, and the day before that.

Carson's hands were covered in wounds and bandages.

"Hey, be careful with that knife, you idiot. Cut the ingredients, not your hands."

"...Ah."

Though he stayed at the restaurant out of a sense of responsibility to cook for the valley folks, his mind was completely elsewhere, and he'd been in this state for over two weeks now.

I smacked his bald head and chased him out of the kitchen.

"Just go sit down. I'll make food for you too."

"Hmm... but your cooking tastes terrible..."

"What did you say?"

Even in his depressed and distracted state, he still had the nerve to say that.

Anyway.

I roughly placed two portions of food on the table where Carson was sitting.

"Eat."

"Ah... thanks. I was getting hungry too."

Carson lifted the corners of his mouth slightly in response and picked up his spoon, slowly putting the food I made into his mouth.

He chewed slowly and mechanically, as if he were chewing sand.

Looking at him, it seemed like he was forcing himself to swallow something disgustingly unpalatable.

"Aish, if you don't want to eat it, just say so, you jerk."

"Hmm? What are you talking about, Ain? I'm eating well. You made it quite decent today."

Only after I said that did he force his gloomy face to brighten somewhat, moving his spoon more quickly to chew and swallow.

So I started eating too.

Honestly, it was a bit salty.

This guy, normally he would have cursed that I'd made a salt block instead of food, and told me to just say if I wanted him to drink water.

I couldn't stand watching him mechanically saying the food was fine while shoving it into his mouth.

"If you're so worried about Alicia, just go to the clearing. They've rebuilt the cottage there, so what's with this behavior?"

"...But if I don't open the restaurant, all those who've helped..."

"You idiot, don't you see everyone hasn't come to the restaurant for almost a week? They're telling you not to open the restaurant and to stay by Alicia's side."

As evident from the empty restaurant at this hour, the valley folks had been managing their meals on their own for over a week.

Every one of them was being considerate without explicitly saying so, quietly allowing Carson to be by Alicia's side.

"..."

"If you're going to be like this, just go stay there, Carson. Everyone agrees, so just live there until you feel better."

With everyone being so tactless, I had to be the one to say it.

"Sniff... hic. Thank you... thank you, Ain..."

"Ah, why do I have to watch a bald old man cry..."

"Sniff, hic... Don't call me bald... It offends balding people..."

I sighed deeply but ended up patting his back for quite a while.

So I took Carson, who had packed some belongings, to the clearing.

And casually dropped the words:

"Hey, I'm leaving after the harvest festival."

"...I see. So you're finally leaving."

Carson glanced at me with a complicated expression, as if he had already sensed it to some extent.

"I have to go. I've already been resting here for almost a year. Honestly, I've stayed longer than I initially planned."

"The more I see you, the more amazing you seem... I really don't understand why you want to go back to that hell outside, Ain."

Important things, or things that have become precious.

There are many.

My parents who are still in the Empire, Uncle Rendo, Innkeeper Yansen, Idrin, and Master Rini.

Lady Lucia who is still busy taking care of children in the Republic, the old man named Tersi I met in Litera, and the orphaned children.

I've often thought about how much I miss them.

There's the future I wanted that I encountered at the Bercio ruins. The scenery that unfolded with the future Asha.

There's the brilliant flame that Old Horn desires. The peaceful world the twins want, and Avery's unrealistic dream. Well, I'm not really sure about Eileen.

And.

"Wait for me. I'll find a way to cure the ash-color and bring it back. Just wait until then."

"..."

From the beginning, the purpose of my journey lay beyond the valley. The ending I wanted—living an ordinary life with a beautiful woman—was out there.

So I had to move forward to the outside world again.

I escorted Carson to the newly built cottage in the clearing and then continued on my way.

Alicia remained in exactly the same state as she was two weeks ago.

She just floated in the center of the enormous mana stones with her eyes closed, motionless.

In other words.

To know exactly what state she was in, we needed Selina, who cast the spell, to wake up, but she still hadn't opened her eyes.

When I returned home and opened the door, Asha greeted me.

"Ain, you're back early."

"Yeah, Carson didn't put up a fight and went straight to the cottage."

"Ah, that's good."

We naturally kissed and held each other gently for a while.

"How's Selina?"

"Still asleep. I keep thinking she might be dead, so I check if she's breathing every hour or so."

Unfortunately, it seems Selina still hasn't opened her eyes.

"...Still no mana in her body?"

"No. It's completely dispersed. Her body can no longer sense mana at all."

Despite saying that the defensive magic circle and mana circulation spell would be her last magic, Selina used a different spell as her final act and ended up no longer being a mage.

"Then the magic Selina was researching..."

"I'll have to finish it. It's okay. It's almost complete, so I should be able to finish the spell before the harvest festival ends."

It was fortunate, if anything, that Asha had taken over the research, so there wouldn't be a problem completing the spell.

After all, Asha had been focusing entirely on research, both at the cottage in the clearing and until now.

Asha and I continued our conversation as we entered the room where Selina was.

She was still sleeping quietly, breathing softly.

Asha stared at Selina for a moment, then suddenly turned her head to look at me and said:

"Hmm, should we start making a coffin soon?"

Hey, hey, hey.

"Asha, even if she's asleep, that's a bit..."

"She used such powerful magic recklessly that she doesn't have much life left. It would be understandable if she died in her sleep."

She wasn't wrong.

For a former Grand Mage to now have not even a trace of mana in her body did indeed mean she was close to death.

"Still, it's better to hope she wakes up."

"Is that so?"

My thought was that it would be nice if we could at least say goodbye properly...

"That's right. Being buried alive is still scary."

"..."

"...She's opened her eyes, Ain."

Hmm.

She's awake.

"Then shall we start making that coffin?"

"Let's do that. I'll ask Horn."

"Children...?"

Well.

Now that she's awake, it might be a good time to make that coffin.
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Even though Selina had regained consciousness, she couldn't immediately get up.

She just blinked several times, barely managing to raise her trembling hands, waving them around while muttering softly.

"Mmm..."

"What's wrong? Are you uncomfortable somewhere?"

Asha, who had been nursing her closely, asked this in response to Selina's displeased expression and gestures.

"I can't see."

"...Oh."

Selina blinked repeatedly before finally answering.

"I'm waving my hands in front of me, but I can't see anything."

"..."

This caused Asha to press her lips tightly together.

She stared blankly before carefully raising her hand, slowly extending it toward Selina.

Though their relationship wasn't particularly long, they had built enough of a bond to call each other teacher and student.

So I offered words of comfort to Selina, who wore a bitter expression.

"It could be temporary. Since you just regained consciousness, maybe if you rest for a few more days..."

That's what I was going to say, at least.

"I shouldn't say that~ My eyes are still fine... Ouch! What kind of student hits their teacher!"

"I told you to rest, so why do you keep saying things that get you hit? Things that deserve hitting."

If only Selina hadn't smiled broadly and said her eyes were perfectly fine.

This bitch.

She's still acting like this when she has very little time left to live.

Perhaps Asha had already realized it was a joke and was reaching out her hand to hit her.

If so, her silence wasn't because she was speechless, but because she was gritting her teeth to hit Selina.

After spending months researching together, she must have been constantly subjected to Selina's pranks.

Anyway.

Selina rubbed the spot where she'd been hit, muttering as if wronged.

"But... can't I make some jokes in my final days? I'm bored just lying here."

"It hasn't even been a full day since you regained consciousness."

"Mmm, but I don't have much time left, so it feels too wasteful to just lie around for days..."

She wasn't wrong.

Having already pushed herself too far, she probably didn't have much time left, so it would feel wasteful and distressing to just lie in bed all day.

Of course.

"Should I make you a coffin?"

"Stop saying such terrible things and bring me some research books or tea ingredients from the cottage, won't you?"

Asha immediately responded with a cruel remark, apparently unable to sympathize with Selina's feelings.

But about the cottage, research books, and tea ingredients...

"Um... that might be a bit difficult."

"Please. I don't have any mana left, so I can't climb the cliff by myself."

I wondered how to tell her that everything was gone without shocking her.

"No, no... that's not the issue. The cottage..."

"Hm?"

I worried that telling her everything was gone—the home she'd lived in for so long, the research she'd compiled over a lifetime, and the strange but tasty tea she enjoyed—might be enough of a shock to send this dying old woman straight to the afterlife.

Of course.

"The cottage is completely gone, Master. Did you build it with magic by any chance?"

"...Huh? S-surely not...?"

Asha blurted it out as if my concerns were irrelevant.

Of course it was built with magic.

What else could explain a house perched precariously on the edge of a cliff, or corridors that seemed to expand—if not magic, then what cutting-edge science?

"Since the cottage is gone? Naturally all the research materials, tea ingredients, and personal belongings inside? Yes, that's right."

"Ah."

"Now that you have no mana left, you can't recast the spell either, Master."

"Ah, aah..."

With each of Asha's blunt statements, Selina's expression grew increasingly tearful.

She hadn't particularly mourned becoming a non-mage, but at the news that her cottage and its contents were gone, her eyes welled up with tears.

"My precious tea leaves... I was planning to drink them all before I died..."

Wait, that's what she was worried about?

I couldn't understand why she was only concerned about her bizarre tea ingredients rather than the research materials she'd accumulated over a lifetime.

Selina's tears eventually subsided.

Thanks to Asha, who sighed and handed over a few tea ingredients she'd been hiding all along, the childish old woman who had been pouting about her lost tea leaves calmed down.

So.

Selina sipped the tea Asha had brewed for her and finally began to say what we wanted to hear.

"Hmm, I like how it makes my mouth tingle. Yes, you were asking about the magic I used on that ash-colored child?"

"Yes. Please stop pretending you don't remember and answer."

"Well, it wasn't just an excuse... Anyway, it's a unique spell I created when I was an archmage. If I had to give it a name, I suppose 'Time Prison' would be appropriate."

Time Prison.

The name itself explicitly suggests a magic that stops time.

"So time is stopped?"

"In a sense, yes. It's a kind of sealing magic, but unlike ordinary sealing spells where the subject still ages while under the spell, this one prevents that. It's an improved version."

"Then what if the caster dies before the sealed subject..."

"Don't worry. It won't break. It will remain until all the mana stored in the large mana stones is depleted. If not released manually, it should last about 20 years."

"That's a relief."

It seems the several large mana stone pillars were used to ensure the spell would continue even after Selina's death.

Selina said she created this magic while thinking of ways to help children with incurable diseases.

However, she added that since it was a unique spell and classified as high-tier magic, it ultimately couldn't be commercialized and became useless.

"Well... it's fortunate that I could use it at the end like this. I'll teach you the spell. When you find a way to treat the ash-colored one, come back and release it yourself."

Asha nodded at Selina's words.

Fortunately, Selina said she had kept the research materials for that spell on her person, and handed a thick stack of papers to Asha.

"By the way, how is the research on mana circulation magic coming along?"

"It's almost complete. I think I can finish it before the Harvest Festival ends, so I'm planning to cast it along with the defensive magic array on the last day of the festival."

While Selina was unconscious, Asha had been completely focused on magic research, and now she was finally seeing the end of it.

"Hmm, the Harvest Festival... I've never participated before, but I'd like to this time!"

"It starts tomorrow, but can you even walk?"

"No? I think I might not be able to walk until I die."

"Then just stay in bed."

"Student, that's too harsh!"

Selina's face fell again.

Seeing her constantly acting like a child, one might think she'd gone senile on the brink of death.

I closed the door, leaving Selina and Asha behind.

My destination was the forge set up at the back of the house.

Clang- Claaang-

Such hammer sounds had continued in this valley without missing a single day.

"Horn."

"Huh! What is it, youngster?"

The sound that had barely rung once every four days when we were in Krepen Snow Country or while traveling together had continued for months.

Perhaps because of this, the claaang of the hammer sounded distinctly clearer than before.

I looked at Horn's back and made my request.

"Sorry to bother you while you're busy, but could you make a wheelchair?"

"Huff... what's that?"

"A chair with wheels."

"I mean, why do I suddenly need to make such a thing? I'm a blacksmith."

This grumpy old man.

He's already built houses, repaired carriages, and started sculpting, yet his stubborn insistence on being just a blacksmith never changes.

Horn waved his hand as if annoyed, but I looked at him impassively and spoke again.

"Selina can't walk but wants to attend the Harvest Festival together."

"Ah, are you talking about that half-elf? Is she awake?"

I didn't want to carry her throughout the festival, so I thought I'd make a wheelchair and pull her along.

"Yes, she woke up yesterday."

"Hmm... but if she can't even walk, wouldn't it be better for her to just die? Should I make you a coffin with wheels instead?"

No.

Master Horn, even if dwarves and elves don't get along, that's a bit harsh.

"That's a good idea, let's do it right now?"

"A coffin with wheels is somewhat interesting, so I'll make it for you. I'll have it ready by tomorrow morning, so stop bothering me and go."

"Thank you."

I bowed my head and left the forge.

Behind my departing footsteps, the claaang-clang of the hammer began to ring out again.
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Tired of the hassle of sending elderly relatives to the mountains?

Want an easier solution?

Well, we've prepared just that!

A coffin made of premium wood with wheels attached underneath!

Safety belts designed to prevent the occupant from resisting!

Now you can easily push them away!

—This was the kind of advertisement that should have been attached to the fancy coffin sitting conspicuously in front of the blacksmith shop.

Selina, cradled in Asha's arms, stared at it blankly before asking me.

"...What is this?"

"Since you'll be passing away soon, I prepared a coffin with wheels."

I gave a straightforward answer instead of saying "It's a coffin specially designed for abandoning the elderly."

"But... no matter how you look at it, isn't it strange to enjoy the harvest festival while lying in a coffin...?"

"It's fine. Selina was always a strange person anyway. Wouldn't it be nice to think it's a festival but then realize it's actually a funeral?"

"..."

Selina seemed speechless at my response, opening and closing her mouth, but Asha, who was carrying her, nodded in approval.

"It suits you perfectly, Master. It's obviously meant for you."

"..."

Of course, it was all a joke.

Naturally, there was also a wheelchair I had requested inside the blacksmith shop.

Although old man Horn seemed to have put more effort into making the wheeled coffin, I couldn't possibly make her enjoy the festival while lying in a coffin.

Before her sad expression turned into actual tears, I opened the door to the blacksmith shop and brought out a normal-looking wheelchair.

"Oh, there's a proper one too! Thank goodness... I thought I was being mistreated because I no longer have mana~"

Selina smiled broadly when she saw the normal wheelchair from inside the blacksmith shop.

Asha clicked her tongue in disappointment as she looked at the wheeled coffin, but at least for today, we wouldn't be using the coffin.

"Please get in, elder."

"Hoho, then I'll be in your care today."

Besides, this is also suitable for abandoning the elderly.

If she plays any unnecessary pranks, I'll just push her away immediately.

The harvest festival had begun.

The valley's harvest festival, which started early this morning, would continue briefly for the next two days before concluding.

I pushed Selina's wheelchair toward the festival grounds that had been roughly set up by those criminals.

I could see people excited by the festive atmosphere.

They were already snickering among themselves, raising large bottles of alcohol.

As we naturally approached where they had gathered, the first one to spot us greeted us with a wave of his hand, already seeming drunk.

"Oh, Ain, you're here! Oh my, sister-in-law and Great Magician are here too!"

"Yeah, we're here."

"Hoho, it feels nice to be called a magician even though I'm not one anymore."

All their faces were flushed.

"Here, have a drink! And sister-in-law and Great Magician should have one too!"

He handed us three large bottles of alcohol and then clinked bottles with his companions, cackling.

"...It's still morning, you lunatics."

Things were crazy right from the entrance.

This was my fourth time participating in a harvest festival.

Following the Efrin Empire, Sarabati Republic, and the northern snow country of Krepen, now came the valley's harvest festival.

Each of the previous three festivals had their own characteristics.

The Empire's festival only opened after evening, lighting up the brightest.

The Republic's festival, known as a sanctuary for adventurers, served barbecued meat from all sorts of monsters.

Krepen's festival had somewhat modest food since grain was scarce, but they distributed expensive furs obtained from the snowy mountains.

Each had its own distinct features.

And the valley definitely had one different aspect too.

"Why are these bastards just drinking alcohol when it's supposed to be a festival?"

"Hmm, then perhaps I should have some alcohol instead of tea today... Ah! Give me back my bottle!"

"No, elder. That's strong liquor, and if you drink it and fall asleep, you'll never wake up."

The valley's harvest festival was filled with nothing but alcohol.

Of course, there were a few stalls that seemed to be selling food, but even the people manning those stalls were already drunk.

Crazy bastards.

"Ain, then can I drink that?"

"Asha, you pass out after one bottle of beer, what are you talking about?"

"I've built up tolerance lately. I can handle up to three bottles of beer now."

I'm sorry, but that's not building tolerance—that's your liver dying.

So I confiscated the bottle from Selina's hand, and even the one Asha was holding.

As expected of criminals, even during a harvest festival, nothing was done properly.

Thinking this, I headed toward a stall that looked somewhat decent.

There, instead of snickering criminals, there were women holding children's hands, and elves and druids gathered around.

Like a sanctuary, there was no smell of alcohol at that stall.

Perhaps it was a no-alcohol zone created for the children.

Anyway.

I approached the stall, greeting people I met along the way, and greeted the owner who was busy making food.

"The apron and headscarf suit you really well. Why don't you just run the restaurant while Carson is resting?"

"Shut up."

The stall owner was Adrian.

Wearing a headscarf to prevent hair from falling and an apron for cleanliness, he looked every bit the chef.

"If you had just become a chef instead of a magician, you wouldn't have become a criminal. It's a good match since both are lion professions."

"You, you dog... Huff... Don't make me curse in front of the kids. If you're here, just order something."

Adrian was about to swear but glanced at the children and stopped himself.

Despite his usual foul behavior and language, he knew how to restrain himself in front of children.

"Hmm, what are you selling?"

"That damn... Ahem. Things Carson left behind while demanding payment for his credit. Skewers, frozen fruit, and simple noodles."

Simple street festival foods.

It seems that Carson, even while worrying about Alicia, had managed to prepare some festival snacks.

Even though he was nowhere to be seen here since Alicia couldn't participate.

With that thought, I ordered food from Adrian.

"Give me five of each. So how much will that be?"

"Well... as always, you'll have to help out after the festival."

Help as always, huh.

"I won't be here after the festival, can I put it on credit for a few years?"

"No... aren't there police or guards here? They should arrest people like you."

Unfortunately, I plan to pay off the credit in a few years.

Adrian lit a fire with magic to grill the meat skewers.

He also froze fruit with magic, but apparently couldn't make noodles with magic, so he boiled them himself and ended up serving swollen noodles.

"You have no talent. Just take off your clothes. What kind of noodles are these?"

"...You dog?"

As soon as the children left, the curses flew.

"Shouldn't you watch your language? Kids might hear."

"They're already too far away to hear, idiot."

"Really? You moron."

"Fool."

"Loser. Got your ass kicked by a swordsman with no mana when you were a court magician, right?"

"You son of a..."

After exchanging sharp insults with Adrian for a while, I suddenly remembered something.

"Hey, do you have any cotton candy?"

It was really out of nowhere, but I just thought of cotton candy.

While each harvest festival had its differences and characteristics, they all had one thing in common: a cotton candy stall for the children.

Thinking that this was still a festival after all, I also remembered that Asha used to really like cotton candy when she was young.

Asha's eyes sparkled peculiarly at the mention of cotton candy.

However.

"...Who would make something like that here?"

"Maybe there's a magic for making cotton candy."

"This guy brings up magic for everything. There's no such magic, I tell you."

Unfortunately, there was no stall selling cotton candy at the valley's festival.

In fact, it made sense since this place was completely cut off from the outside world and couldn't bring in anything new, having to be self-sufficient in everything.

"Ah... useless till the end..."

"Look at this bastard."

So.

We were about to resume our curse-filled banter when a confident voice came from the wheelchair.

"Hoho, magic for making cotton candy, you say? I know that."

What.

"...Pardon?"

"Really?"

"Wow, as expected of Master."

Such magic actually exists.

Selina saw our eyes widen and laughed triumphantly.

"But you're not a magician anymore."

"I can teach the magic to my disciple, can't I?"

"As expected of the Great Magician. A sage of this era who knows all magic."

"Hoho~ So the magic for making cotton candy is... um... I forgot?"

"..."

"Hmm... unfortunately, it's now a lost magic."

Crazy senile old woman.

Selina laughed awkwardly, and Asha took a step toward me.

"Ain, may I push the wheelchair for a bit?"

"Sure, go ahead."

"I'll be back."

"Okay, I won't see you off."

Asha naturally took the wheelchair handles from me and headed somewhere with it.

"Wait... disciple...? Where are you suddenly going...?"

"Don't worry, Master. I'll take you to a nice place."

"No, no... don't say such scary things...!"

Asha's footsteps were light and cheerful.

And Selina's perplexed figure faded into the distance.

So here's a question.

What do you call it when two people leave but only one returns?

Yes, that's called abandoning the elderly.

Express delivery.

Direct to the mountains.

Farewell, elder.

We won't go far to see you off.
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Of course I didn't abandon her.

When Selina became desperate, she finally remembered the magic for making cotton candy, allowing her to enjoy what little remained of her lifespan.

They say people exhibit their true strength only when death is imminent. Seeing how she remembered her magic just before being abandoned in the mountains, that saying certainly has some truth to it.

So.

Somehow, I came just to enjoy the festival but ended up sitting at a stall selling cotton candy for a while.

To be more precise, I was making cotton candy for children in a corner of Adrian's stall.

As Asha and I were eating cotton candy together, the children who had wandered off somehow gathered back like ghosts.

They stared at the cotton candy with sparkling eyes while tugging at their mothers' hands, so I had no choice but to make cotton candy for them.

Most of them were children born in the valley, and they all cheered at the sight of cotton candy, jumping up and down excitedly while holding their mothers' hands.

So from next year, the role of cotton candy vendor belongs to Adrian.

"Adrian, make sure you remember the cotton candy magic well because you'll be selling it from next year, okay?"

"I'm not taking the stall next year, you bastard."

I said this while thinking to myself, and Adrian waved his hands with a disgusted expression.

"I guess that's what you'd expect from a royal assassin—not gentle and quite cold-hearted."

"You could just come back before next year's harvest festival."

That's what he said.

Next year's harvest festival.

Could I really leave this place and return in just one year?

Honestly, I'm not sure.

I don't know when we'll be able to return here, or if we'll ever reach a proper conclusion.

At this point, it's impossible to tell.

"Well... I'd like to if possible."

"It's not like the Papal State's bounty on you will ever be lifted, so you'll end up coming back here anyway, right?"

"Maybe not."

It's hard to say.

"Bullshit. For that not to happen, either the Ashen Witch becomes a hero or all the ash disappears—one of the two."

"Then that's what we'll do."

Perhaps that's how it will turn out.

Truly becoming a hero or completely curing the ash.

"...Talk is fucking easy. If it weren't for that treatment or suppressant thing for Alicia, I would have convinced everyone not to leave."

"Well, that's a kind thing to say."

"Going back outside the valley is no different from saying you're going to die like a dog, Ain."

"I won't die, you idiot."

I won't.

Just like we've managed so far, we'll somehow pull through and return safely.

At least that's what I believed.

Because my words and actions had created responsibilities for several people, I had to make it work somehow.

"Sigh... you're stubbornly persistent. Stop interfering with my business and get going now. If you want to sell cotton candy at next year's harvest festival, you need to move quickly."

"I keep telling you, next year's cotton candy is your responsibility."

"No way, you bastard. Next year I'm definitely going to be a spectator."

But still.

"Hmm, is that so? Well then, I guess Asha and I will have to come back and sell it."

"Yeah. You take charge next year, man."

Like Adrian said, I wanted to participate in next year's harvest festival again.

We looked at each other and grinned.



The festival continued until the sun set and the moon rose to the middle of the sky.

The festival grounds, which had been nothing but drinking parties since early morning, gradually began to change into a normal festival as the alcohol slowly disappeared and time passed.

That happened after.

There was a brief commotion when the wives of the criminals came looking for them, slapping their backs or kicking their shins.

Apparently, breaking out into drinking parties wasn't actually a tradition of the valley festival.

These guys are truly insane.

"Mmm~ It's sweet and delicious."

And Selina, who had momentarily become depressed at the memory of almost being abandoned, was now grinning with cotton candy in her mouth, enjoying the festival.

"I know. It's been so long since I've had cotton candy, and it's delicious. I should make some for the twins and Eileen too."

"Not bad at all. Let's all come out together tomorrow."

Asha seemed quite pleased with the cotton candy she was eating after so long, nodding her head gently as she walked.

The way her lips curled up slightly as she munched on the cotton candy was quite similar to how she looked when she was younger.

"Sounds good. Though I'm not sure if it'll be okay since it seemed more like a drinking party than a festival."

"Surely tomorrow will be fine."

After the wives' intervention turned it into a proper festival, it wouldn't make sense for it to revert to a drinking party in just half a day.



The next morning.

"Hey, Ain! Hurry up and drink! We need to finish all the alcohol before the kids and wives come and clean everything up!"

Ah.

"Ah... these bastards."

"Oh my, sister-in-law! Have a drink! Great Mage, come on~ Oh, Dwarf Elder and you there, doctor-looking fellow, hurry up! Hmm... children should grow up drinking alcohol too! Come on, you guys drink too~"

I should have known better than to trust these people.

As soon as early morning arrived the next day, the festival grounds were once again soaked in the smell of alcohol.

"You crazy bastards. Stop drinking and get to work."

"Hehehe... What are you talking about, Ain? It's rare to have a day when we can drink from morning~ On days like this, you should pour it down with the mindset of bathing in alcohol!!"

I came in the morning because of misplaced trust.

I should have prepared slowly and come around evening instead.

"Oh, is that so?"

"What do you mean 'is that so?' Eileen, don't drink that, it's strong liquor... Hey! You crazy woman...!"

"A toast to Asha's beautiful eyes~ Whew~ I'm drunk~ Hic...? Ah, I'll go first... urgh..."

You crazy woman, how could you down that strong liquor in one shot?

After gulping down the liquor in one go, Eileen collapsed, grinning and passing out.

And these damn criminals cheered at the sight and provoked us.

"Hehehe... even the noble lady drank like this, surely you're not scared?"

Of course, that kind of talk didn't work on me, but like déjà vu, it worked on someone else.

"Losing to Eileen is an unbearable insult. Even if I ruin the festival with ash, I have to drink, Ain."

"No, damn it. What are you saying... ah."

Before I could stop her, there was a thud as Asha collapsed.



So.

Finding this situation ridiculous, I was blankly staring at the two collapsed people when old man Horn tapped my leg from behind.

"Young man, I've made another wheeled coffin, so it's fine."

"...Well, that's fortunate."

I didn't expect we'd actually need to use the coffins.



Anyway, we enjoyed the festival.

The two who had passed out were placed in wheeled coffins and dragged around. Having collapsed in the morning, they only opened their eyes around evening.

By then, their bodies were covered with flowers that people had sprinkled on them.

Everyone had been giggling as they placed wildflowers or whatever they had on the coffins.

As the sun set and the sky gradually darkened, everyone who had been enjoying themselves left the festival grounds and moved elsewhere.

Though no one had said anything about it, they all got up and headed toward the open space.

From a distance, a huge mana stone was visible, along with a small hut built in front of it and two people.

There was Carson, endlessly gazing at his daughter, and Alicia, floating with her eyes closed as if dead.

In front of Carson were piles of food, but they were covered in dust as if untouched.

And somehow, the area around Alicia had become a flower garden.

These guys.

I thought they were just soaked in alcohol, but somehow they had planted flowers in the open space. What had been an empty area was now filled with flowers.

It must be magic.

It doesn't make sense for all kinds of flowers to be blooming brilliantly in the slightly chilly autumn.

In the midst of this.

"Hey, Carson."

Adrian called out to Carson, who was sitting there blankly.

The guy who had been just staring at his daughter turned his head weakly, then his eyes widened at the crowd of people.

"Uh, um... What's going on? The festival shouldn't be over yet, so why is everyone rushing over here?"

"Without you, there wasn't a single stall selling delicious food, so the festival was ruined. Everyone's skills were quite lacking."

"...Especially Adrian, I bet your food was the most tasteless."

"No, it wasn't...?"

That Carson has a good eye.

The skewers were burnt black, the frozen fruits were too hard, and the noodles were soggy—if it had been a paid stall, it would have been worth flipping over.

Carson scratched his bald head and spoke.

"I'm sorry. I'll make sure this doesn't happen at next year's harvest festival."

"Of course you should. This guy Ain promised to bring back a treatment or suppressant by next year's harvest festival."

Adrian arbitrarily conveyed a promise to Carson that I had never made.

"...Pardon?"

"Huh... surely you're not going to say no? After seeing Alicia and Carson?"

Is this guy crazy?

"...No, that... you, you dog..."

"Hey, Carson! Look! Ain is saying he'll definitely bring back a treatment before next year's harvest festival!"

Despite not knowing if it was possible to gather all those ingredients within a year while being wanted, he made a promise without the person's consent.

And Carson, grinning at Adrian's words as if they were in cahoots, said:

"Hehehe... Yes. Thank you, Ain!"

"...I've never seen such con artists."

So.

I suppose the deadline has become a bit tight due to being arbitrarily set.

Or perhaps I should say I couldn't bring myself to refuse after seeing the guy who had been lifeless finally smile.

Moreover, the guys who had been quiet surrounded Carson as soon as he smiled, giggling as they sat around the mana stone.

"Wow~ If we just wait a year, Alicia will bring us food again?"

"That Ain is a capable guy. Yeah, yeah, see you at next year's festival!"

They all say such things.

Anyway, the valley is full of nothing but damned bastards.



And so.

Late at night, Asha's magic covered the entire valley, signaling the closing ceremony of the harvest festival.

As Asha had said, the defensive magic circle and mana circulation magic were completed before the end of the harvest festival, so the reason we had to stay in the valley finally came to an end.

So now it's truly the moment of farewell.

All my companions seemed to think the same, as they quietly rose from their seats as soon as Asha's magic was complete.

"Ain, I've engraved the teleportation magic circle in front of the house."

"Hmm, is all the luggage packed?"

"Yes, I loaded everything into the carriage last night."

All the necessary items like unpacked luggage and food ingredients were moved to the carriage.

We plan to leave behind the tools that Horn had been forging and the simple medicinal compounds that Avery had prepared.

I told them that anyone who wanted to use them was welcome to.

"Alright then, let's go now."

"Yes, Ain."

Somehow we ended up staying for a year.

It's quite a long time for a period of reorganization, and the expressions of those who sensed our farewell had a slight bitterness to them.

"You're leaving?"

"We have to. You said I should bring back a suppressant within a year. Thanks to you, I'm quite pressed for time. Very thankful."

Even Adrian, who had just spoken to me, was looking at us with an uncharacteristically regretful expression.

"Don't go getting yourself killed somewhere by being reckless."

"I defeated a court magician even without mana, so how could I get killed somewhere?"

"Well... alright. Go quickly then."

This guy, even though I provoked him first, he just nodded his head—I guess he's grown quite attached.

So I grinned and greeted them.

"We're off. See you all in a year."

With that, I turned to leave.

The guys sitting around the flower garden quietly waved their hands, and we began to move forward again.















And.

"Oh, I'm sorry. I brought you along without thinking."

I didn't intend to abandon her in the mountains, but I naturally ended up pulling Selina's wheelchair back to the house.

"It's alright. I already told your disciple, but I was planning to come along."

"Um... to pack the luggage?"

"Eh."

"I shouldn't say that, right?"

"..."

"I'm sorry."

"...I feel a bit less inclined to help now."

Somehow we gained another companion who's like baggage.

A half-elf who pouted until the moment the teleportation activated, having fallen victim to her own frequent pranks.











********











The den of criminals.



The world's implicit trash can.



The sanctuary of the rejected.



The grave of the abandoned.



And, the Valley of the Fallen.



That village, where those who couldn't be ordinary had to gather in a corner, is rather an ordinary place.

Though clearly inhabited by criminals, new sins do not bloom in the valley.

That valley, where the fallen and despairing gather, is a paradise of ordinariness that outsiders will never know in their lifetime.

It is a miracle bestowed upon those who fell to the bottom after confronting the world's ugliness.


Therefore.

It is a hall of those with firm beliefs.

It is the terminus for those who resisted in opposition to a wrong world.
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Of course I'm worried.

It's a worry that has continued since that day when he finally became an adult, packed his bags, and set off on a carriage.

The house feels emptier than before with just one son gone, and when Zuben leaves for work and I'm left alone, I find myself spacing out.

Is he doing well?

Is he pushing himself too hard?

When will he be able to return?

I think about these things every day.

I just keep harboring these concerns and worries that are no longer helpful, that have come too late.

"..., sigh."

These days, even the letters have completely stopped, making me anxious that something might have happened to Ain.

Of course, the letters were always late, but I had received one saying he was in a city called Tevris.

Since then, the news has been completely cut off, and I have no way of knowing what's happening.

Perhaps I should have tried to stop him from leaving.

When I noticed what Ain was thinking, maybe I should have at least suggested that we all live together, saying I would take good care of Asha.

"Son..., what on earth are you doing and where..."

So.

Today too, I open the door and step outside, filled with worry.





I always head to Ileina Grocery Store.

That's because there are only a few places where I can ramble on about my son.

The Citizen Library where Idrin the librarian works, the Adventurer's Shop where Owner Yansen is, the Fitness Center where Director Rini is, and Ileina Grocery Store where Uncle Rendo works.

Among them, I preferred the grocery store, which felt most familiar and comfortable.

Perhaps it's because it's where my child and Asha worked and lived for a long time.

So I walked through the market street.

Weekday mornings always make the usually bustling market streets quiet, with only the familiar faces of merchants visible.

However.

"Hello...?"

"..., Ah. Umm...."

The merchants all have strange expressions.

People who would normally greet me with bright smiles now just slightly nod their heads and turn away, as if hesitating and worrying about something.

"What's wrong...?"

"..., It's nothing."

What could it be?

Something feels unsettling.

Those confused expressions and awkward gestures make even someone who knows nothing feel anxious.

I felt it instinctively.

I thought I should hurry to the grocery store.

With that in mind, I started running urgently.

The grocery store began to appear in the distance, and I continued running while looking at that rustic sign.

Finally reaching the door, I flung it open and went inside.

"Uncle Rendo...! The market atmosphere seems strange..., uh...."

And there was Uncle Rendo, looking at something with a serious expression.

Specifically, he was holding several yellowed papers that were often posted on the garrison walls.

"..., Rein."

"Th-that..., it's not...?"

A somewhat familiar paper.

I can see the familiar wanted posters with the faces of dangerous criminals drawn on them.

"..., Zuben went with Yansen to get you. So..., I think it's better for you to get ready too."

"Ah...."

Uncle Rendo said this and handed me those papers.

Though perhaps a bit more mature than before, it's the face of my son whom I raised preciously for 16 years.

And Asha's face, almost unchanged since we parted, is there too.

The faces drawn on the other wanted posters were unfamiliar to me, but I could tell they were my son's companions who were often mentioned in his letters.

"Idrin will be here soon. Since these wanted posters were just distributed in the capital, the garrison and Papal State forces won't come barging in right away, but I'll quickly prepare things for you anyway."

"Ah, yes...."

I learned about my son's news, which had been cut off for a long time, through a wanted poster.


The Ashen One and the criminals who aid her.

Escaped after defeating the Papal State's pursuit team and paladins.

Due to fierce resistance, immediate execution upon discovery is recommended.


Such content was written below my son's face.

'Criminals.'

'Immediate execution.'

Why?

Did my child do something so wrong to be treated like that?

Asha would never have harmed anyone, so why does she have to be treated that way?

"Rein, I understand you're shocked, but this is not the time to be dazed. I, Yansen, Rini, and Idrin will be fine, but you and Zuben, as Ain's parents, will surely be taken away for interrogation."

"..."

I don't understand.

I can't comprehend it.

They are children who have done nothing wrong.

They are not the kind of children who would do things to be called criminals.

"Idrin said she made a passage under the Citizen Library just in case. So as soon as Zuben arrives here, you two should go to the Citizen Library."

"..."

It's just that.

One child carries the ash-color and suffers, and my child is simply helping that ash-colored one.

They are both good children who wouldn't harm others.

Although even I had the same reaction at first, Asha was truly a good child.

"Are you listening, Rein?"

"..."

"Sigh..., alright. Take a moment to clear your head. I'll pack some emergency food in the meantime."

"..."

I just stared blankly at the wanted poster for a long time.





Before I knew it, Zuben had arrived at the grocery store.

He came in, catching his breath with a disheveled appearance, having come straight from work.

"Rein."

"..."

Zuben looked at me with clear eyes.

"Rein, I heard everything on the way here. Both Ain and Asha are on wanted posters."

"..., Why."

His eyes didn't waver at all.

As always, without showing any sign of agitation, he grabbed my hand while speaking.

"We knew something like this could happen someday. Just because we believe in and support them doesn't mean the world will change."

"But..."

He seems to have been prepared for this.

It seems he always kept in mind that eventually, both we and the children would all be in danger.

"There are no 'buts,' Rein. What's happened has happened, and we need to survive to meet them again. Ain and Asha are capable of taking care of themselves, so we need to do what we need to do."

"..."

"Let's go. Idrin said she would guide us."

Zuben nodded and pulled my hand.

Uncle Rendo had already packed preserved food in a bundle and handed it over, while Owner Yansen offered two familiar robes, a staff, and necklaces.

Director Rini, unlike his usual self, was watching beyond the door with a serious expression, and Idrin led the way with an expressionless face.

"Let's go. I've made an underground passage to the Citizen Library."

So.

I took a deep breath to gather my thoughts before answering.

"..., What have you done to the library?"

"Hmm, actually I thought I'd be taken away before you two. So please use it first and let me know your feedback later."

"..."

As expected, she's still the strange librarian.





So I, Zuben, and Idrin ran through the market street.

Passing through the long street again, I made eye contact with the merchants who had shown troubled expressions earlier.

They say:

"We didn't see anything, Rein."

"..., Ah."

They tell me it wasn't awkwardness or hesitation, but concern.

"Today we were just doing our normal business. Isn't that right, everyone?"

"..., Yes."

They raise the corners of their mouths bitterly and wave small goodbyes.

"Sigh, there are only flies and no customers today, so take this as service."

"..."

They whisper apologies and offer parting gifts.

"Hurry up."

"Don't get caught."

They encourage us and cheer us on.

They smile at us as we hurry along in our robes, sniffling.

"Today, neither Rein nor Zuben set foot in the market street."

"..., Yes."

Behind our urgent footsteps, their greetings continue.

"Right, see you next time. No free service next time, so bring plenty of money!"

"Everyone..., thank you."

And so everyone talks about the next time.


It's the butterfly effect created by the past.

It's the connection built by my son and Asha.













Under the librarian's chair at the Citizen Library.

A door leading to an underground passage that opens only when you press a small, barely visible gap.

Idrin opened that door and pointed to the somewhat dark passage while speaking.

"If you follow this path, you can escape from the imperial capital. If you don't like that, you can live in a small room that appears after walking a bit. I stayed in the underground room for a few days, and it was quite livable."

"Thank you."

"It's nothing. Ain and Asha helped a lot with my research. Well..., we've also built a relationship over time."

"We did get quite close."

She said, turning her head awkwardly.

Despite her bluntness, her slightly reddened ears show that she does understand embarrassment.

"Anyway, hurry up. Make sure to take the food pouch and extra funds, and if you need anything, you can write a letter to this place."

"Yes."

"See you next time. Rein, Zuben."

Idrin slightly raised the corners of her mouth and said the same farewell as the market merchants.

So.

Zuben and I looked at each other, chuckled, and gave the same answer.

"See you next time, Idrin."

"Yes."

Since this isn't the end, we promised to meet again.





I hope.

That when we meet again, the world will be peaceful and ordinary.

That my son will be able to reach the end he's been wishing for all along.

Praying so, I took a step into the dark passage.
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A peaceful scene in the republic.

"...I'm so bored."

Sitting quietly in the orphanage director's office, I felt rather idle.

"Aah... there's nothing to do..."

In the past, I would have gone out every day to gather abandoned children from the alleys and bring them back.

"As a superior, chosen noble, I've worked too hard at rescuing children...!"

Now there are no orphans to be found in the capital where I live, so even when I go outside, the alleys are completely empty.

"What excellent noblesse oblige...! Indeed, I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, am certainly an exemplary figure for the common people!"

These days, all I do is serve as a plaything for the small children who visit the director's office.

Or I stare blankly out the window, then read and sign documents that require my approval.

"Aah... if only that massive purchase of quality wood from Krepen's snow country hadn't been such a success, I'd be busy managing money... How can I be this perfect...?"

As I was lamenting about this, a quiet voice came from beside me.

"Lady Lucia, I'm sorry, but it's embarrassing to listen to this."

"Tersi, you shouldn't say it's embarrassing but an honor! Where else would you find the privilege of hearing a noble's lamentations!"

Tersi.

She's an elderly woman sent from Litera by that foolish commoner Ain, who doesn't even send letters these days.

"Haha, but isn't it nice to be peaceful and bored? It means you have enough leisure in your life to feel such things."

"But I'd be fine even without leisure, being busy..."

"Enjoy this leisure while you can. You might regret it when the time comes that you want leisure but can never obtain it."

She's the type who always says sensible things, making me gradually lose my pace during conversations.

"...It still hurts when you hit someone with words. There's even a saying that you shouldn't hit people with your willy."

"It's 'flower,' not 'willy,' my lady. Where would such a vulgar saying come from?"

"...Eh?"

"It's flower."

It wasn't willy.

But other ladies had clearly told me that noblemen were quite rude and violent, saying one shouldn't hit even with a willy.

"You're lying."

"It's flower. Really... who would hit someone with that?"

Well.

I thought it was a saying that emerged precisely because no one would actually hit with that thing.

Tersi is looking at me with an uncharacteristically dumbfounded expression.

So I thought I should quickly escape this suffocating director's office.

"I-I'll go check if there are any orphans in the alleys. I'll go alone."

"Yes, please do. And your speech pattern has changed."

Ah.

Anyway.

That's how I came outside.

In truth, there's not much for me to do even when I go out.

"I should have insisted on going along when they said they were leaving on a journey."

It's been almost two years since Ain and his companions left.

I somewhat missed seeing the faces of my companions who departed without me.

I used to receive occasional news through letters or children who were sent to the orphanage by carriage with payment on delivery.

"Have I not even been treated as a companion...?"

Now there are no letters, no children being sent with payment on delivery—just complete silence.

So I wish even a small rumor would reach me.

I thought this as I walked, peeking into alleys here and there, looking for any possible orphans.

"Ah, thanks to this excellent noble's efforts, there are absolutely no abandoned children to be seen."

None at all.

Indeed, now I need to go directly to satellite towns around the capital to rescue children...

And then.

I hear the voices of adventurers.

"Hey, did you see the new wanted poster at the Adventurer's Guild?"

"Hmm? No, I haven't been to the guild recently, so I didn't see it."

For some reason.

That voice came through so clearly that I found myself focusing on their conversation.

"That guy's on the wanted list. That quack doctor and those little kids are all wanted now, I tell you."

"Uh, who was the quack doctor and the little kids again...?"

A quack doctor and little kids.

That's definitely a familiar combination to me.

"Oh come on, you idiot has a bad memory too. They're the ones who used to hang around with that incompetent Ain."

Ain.

That's definitely the name of the foolish commoner I know.

"Ah... right! That's it. But why are they suddenly wanted? Weren't they pretty weak?"

"Hehehe, I heard they were caught helping the Ashen Witch. What kind of idiot would help the Ashen Witch and become a violent criminal..."

"Hmm... I was kind of rooting for them since they seemed to be working hard. Their lives are over now."

I had certainly hoped for some small news, but I didn't want it to be delivered this way.

I thought the peaceful and leisurely scenery was boring, but I didn't want it disrupted like this.

Of course, this was something I had already anticipated.

'Lucia.'

'It's not Lucia, but Lady Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour.'

The night before leaving me behind to go on their journey, Ain came to see me alone and spoke to me.

'Never mind that, let's make a promise, my lady.'

'Tsk, this foolish commoner....'

When I was just thinking of teasing him as a foolish commoner as always, he spoke quite seriously to me.

'If by any chance we become criminals related to the Ashen Witch during our journey.'

'....'

'Then don't think of us as companions anymore, and pretend you don't know us. You absolutely must not do anything that could leave a trail, like sending support money or letters.'

He told me that if such a situation were to arise, we should become strangers with no connection.

'Why?'

'Because unlike us, you have a lot to lose. And you need to keep up your concept, my lady.'

'...I don't like that. Once we become companions, shouldn't we be together until death?'

'You need to think about the Baron and Baroness Tripol, the commoners you'll save in the future, and the children you're responsible for at the orphanage.'

Unfairly, he pointed out all these things and showed me a bitter smile.

'....'

'It's a noble's generosity to listen to a humble commoner's request. So let this humble commoner make a request.'

'....'

'I trust you, my lady.'

He took the words I always used to say and firmly made his request.

So.

I was supposed to live as if I had never been his companion, as he asked.

I was supposed to live alone, cutting off my ties, as if I had no connection to them, living a life for the commoners.

However.

"But why should I listen to his request?"

While it may be a noble's generosity to listen to a humble commoner's request, it's a noble's duty to save commoners in danger.

After careful consideration, a noble's duty clearly takes precedence over a noble's generosity.

Since Ain is a humble and foolish commoner, rescuing him from danger is the duty of me, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, a superior and noble aristocrat.

With that thought, I took a step forward.

My destination was the Seymour barony mansion.

I headed straight to Father's office where he would be.

I gestured for the soldiers guarding the door to step aside, and knocked on the firmly closed door.

"Father, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour has come with urgent business."

- Come in, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour.

The answer came immediately from inside, and I opened the door and entered to face Father.

"Father."

"I hear they've been placed on the wanted list. Those commoners you brought."

As expected, Father already knew everything.

He was looking out the window with his hands behind his back, but in his hand was the yellowish wanted poster that the adventurers had been talking about earlier.

"...Yes, that is so."

"Supporting the Ashen Witch... That's clearly a major crime. It's an act prohibited not just in the republic but throughout the world."

Father's voice was solemn and heavy.

"But Father, Ain and my companions..."

"It says they're violent criminals to be shot on sight. They're on the run after defeating the Papal State's pursuit team and even Paladins..."

He was stabbing my heart with statements that were difficult to refute one by one.

"Father..."

"In this situation, don't tell me you've come to ask me to help them, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour."

"..."

Father turned around to look at me.

Unlike usual, he approached me with an angry expression and held out the wanted poster containing their sketches.

"Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, did you know they were trying to help the Ashen Witch?"

"..."

Ain's face was drawn there.

Avery's face and the twins' faces were drawn, and Horn's and Asha's faces were also there.

"Answer me, Lucia. I asked if you knew this fact and still called them companions."

"I knew."

"Hah... and yet you're going to say we should help them?"

I looked over the paper once and then spoke.

After all, if I couldn't change Father's mind, there wasn't much I could do.

"Yes, we should help them."

"Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour!"

"It's a noble's duty to save commoners in danger!! My companions are undoubtedly commoners in danger right now! And the Ashen Witch, if we must classify her, is also a commoner! I'm trying to practice the virtues Father taught me!!"

"..."

So I pushed Father a bit.

I stared straight at Father while spouting logic that I knew was full of errors.

"This is truly a noble statement!!"

"..."

"As an excellent noble taught by Father, I will show the Ashen Witch what noblesse oblige is!! This is the mindset of a true noble!!"

I thrust out my chest proudly while saying things that could cause the entire barony to fall if anyone found out.

Ah.

Truly noble demeanor.

I am Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, the very embodiment of nobility.

Perhaps because of my confident statements and appearance, Father hesitated for a while, opening and closing his mouth, before finally answering.

"...Is that really noble? Hmm, really?"

"Yes, Father. This is definitely noble! And Father, your speech pattern has changed."

"..."

Since Father was uncharacteristically using the wrong speech pattern, I carefully corrected him.

Hmm.

This too is truly noble behavior.

So.

Father, seemingly impressed by my demeanor, nodded.

"Hmm. I didn't say anything. Yes, rescuing the Ashen Witch is also a noble's duty!!!"

"Yes!!! That's right!!!"

"Ha! I never knew there was something I didn't know. Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, you are indeed praiseworthy!!! You are truly my daughter!!!"

"Hohoho!! As expected of Father!! This is the noble demeanor and mindset that stands against the world's injustices!! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, always follow Father's example!!!"

"Yes!! I will help!!! At worst, we'll just die without being able to die as nobles!!! Guards outside!! Tell the butler to prepare the soldiers!! We are going to rescue commoners!!"

Father called the guards outside with a hearty laugh.

And in truth, once Father made this decision, there was no worry that the people of the barony might not follow.

"Ack!!! Understood, Baron!! I will gather the soldiers immediately!!!!"

They're all the same kind of people, after all.

"Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour!! We are going to war!!"

"Yes, Father!! We are going to war!!!"

This is working!

Foolish commoner, Ain!

Just you wait!

I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, will personally!

Show you the true essence of noblesse oblige!
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After someone left, the scenery of the valley became calm and peaceful once again.

As the harvest festival ended and the season gradually grew colder, their clothes became a bit thicker, and the fields that had been dyed golden and bore colorful fruits now looked somewhat empty.

As always, mages stand atop the wall.

Some glance at the brief landscape visible beyond the valley, tilting their heads as if bored.

"Yaaawn... aren't any new guys showing up anywhere?"

"How would they? Even Ain was the first newcomer we'd had in ages."

The royal assassin with a complicated past yawns while lazily pointing his staff toward the front.

"Ugh... that guy was pretty fun, but who leaves after just one year?"

"You got your ass kicked by him."

"So did you, idiot. Don't act like you didn't get beaten up too. Ah, I wish more rookies like that would come pouring in."

"Most people would die before even reaching this place, so quit going on about rookies. If you're that bored, go get something to eat. Carson finally reopened the restaurant."

The royal palace bomber next to him waves his hand dismissively, shooing away the royal assassin who's complaining about boredom.

"Oh, really? Then I'm going to get food!"

"Bring me back two wild boar sandwiches."

"Go fuck yourself~"

"That bastard."

For them, it's just another ordinary day in an endless repetition.



The valley's only restaurant.

Light finally streams from inside the restaurant that had remained dark until recently.

The loud voices and shouts of the criminals can be heard from a distance, growing stronger as one approaches the door.

So Adrian grins and flings the door open to enter.

Inside the bustling restaurant scene after so long,

Carson was busy running around making food by himself, but unfortunately, the serving position remained unfilled.

So when food was ready, those who ordered had to pick it up from the kitchen themselves and take it to their seats.

"Hey, owner! I'm hungry, so two portions of wild boar meat!"

"Hehehe! Adrian, you're here! Sorry, but we're out of wild boar, only chicken left!"

"Damn... Then I'll have chicken stew. Oh, and also pack two chicken sandwiches for Blake."

"Sure, just wait a bit. And pick up the food yourself!"

About two weeks after Ain left, Carson's expression had improved somewhat.

Perhaps the events of the last day of the harvest festival had calmed his mind, or after Ain and his group departed, he occasionally returned to the village to apologize.

It took a bit longer for him to reopen the restaurant, but it was enough that he no longer looked like death warmed over.

Although, he still occasionally glanced at the empty spaces where Alicia and Ain's group used to be.

That was true for Adrian, Blake, Declan, Ismel, and everyone else as well.



After some time passed, Adrian's food was ready.

"Adrian, it's done. Come get your food yourself!"

"Oh, your skills haven't died despite taking such a long break."

"Of course not!"

Adrian, who had been sitting right in front of the kitchen, immediately grabbed his food and started stuffing it into his mouth.

Carson, who seemed to have a brief moment of respite, began gathering the piled-up pots and pans to wash them.

"..."

It was certainly a familiar scene.

The bustling restaurant, the noisy criminals, and Carson working busily among them.

That had been the restaurant's atmosphere ever since he arrived in the valley with his daughter.

However.

"Hmm... it feels strangely empty."

Adrian kept looking for the empty spot.

Perhaps the absence of that guy who always sat in the same place like an unemployed freeloader, chatting with Carson, felt particularly large.

"Heh, you feel it too? I've been feeling the same. Actually, the others seem to notice it as well."

"After we got attached to him, that heartless bastard just up and left. He'll probably be the only one like that."

"I was talking about my daughter?"

"Hey, hey, hey."

"Hehehe, I'm just kidding, Adrian! That Ain fellow's absence is indeed quite noticeable!"

Carson also glanced at the empty spot Adrian was looking at and laughed heartily, as if feeling the same way.

"...That's not funny, damn it, Carson."

Adrian grumbled as he stuffed the last bite into his mouth and stood up from his seat.

"What, you're done already?"

"Yeah. Blake will probably whine about being hungry, so I ate quickly."

"I'll take five wild boars as payment for the food!"

"Come on, how is two meals worth five wild boars?"

"I did it for Ain!"

"Ah, that crazy bastard caused inflation."

Adrian cursed at someone who had stirred up trouble and then left, as he grabbed the sandwiches and headed out of the restaurant.



The sky is bright, and the scenery quite peaceful.

Autumn is passing by.

While not much has changed in the meantime, a newly built two-story house that now stands empty can be seen in the distance.

"When are you coming back, you bastard?"

Those few people had stirred up the valley for a brief time and then left.

They had jumped into the calmly flowing valley with a splash, created large ripples, and departed.





The ripples someone created gradually spread.

Even actions that were merely small taps expanded into long waves that reached far away.


The ripples clearly headed toward the Empire, Efrin.

"The Ashen Witch... I never would have thought that girl who followed Ain around would be the Ashen Witch."

"Hey, keep it down. Don't act like you know anything. We'll be in big trouble if the guards or the Papal State's paladins catch us."

"But... they were both so friendly and kind. They never caused any problems..."

"...Who doesn't know that? No matter how friendly and kind those two were, they're now wanted criminals... We gain nothing by defending those children. We'd only end up losing our perfectly good business..."

The ripples flowed between market merchants who had known them since childhood, becoming a mixture of all sorts of emotions.


And to the Republic.

"S-s-so you're saying that b-beautiful mage I made an adventurer registration card for was the A-Ashen Witch...? And this handsome imperial youth was her supporter...?"

"Sigh... yes. According to the guild's upper management decision, you're getting a two-month pay cut. Orders have come down to make the Republic's adventurer registration process as strict as other countries from now on."

"Eeh... but they really looked like normal, decent people. That person... I mean, the Ashen Witch was polite, and she was accompanied by a noble lady..."

"What's done is done. And don't bring up that noble lady for now. There's no need for us to make the first move and unnecessarily provoke the nobility."

"Ah, yes...! But really..."

"Quiet."

It reaches a mere adventurer guild receptionist, making her shocked and confused, causing her to question things.

"Ain... you fool. If I had known you were trying to save the Ashen Witch, I wouldn't have taught you swordsmanship... What on earth is a guy with no mana trying to do?"

"But Master, could this really be true...?"

"You think it's fake? I wondered why he always considered situations where he might have to fight knights, guards, paladins, and priests, that idiot..."

"But seeing how Ain defeated a paladin and escaped, it could be fake..."

"Haa... yes. I'd prefer if it were fake. But why did you stop swinging your sword? Do you want to die?"

It reaches the master of the sword school who taught an adventurer without a drop of mana, transforming into sighs.


The Northern Snow Country, Krepen.

"..."

"Sir Joseph."

"...It's fine. I somewhat expected this. He's just the most foolish among those who came to me for guidance."

"Then how should I report to the higher-ups?"

"Just as it is. That too is a burden that fool must bear for his stupid choice."

"Yes, understood."

There is a knight who, despite appearing gruff and indifferent, clicks his tongue in disapproval after his subordinate leaves.

There is a knight who calms his mind by swinging his sword forcefully, as if displeased.


And it continues to the village where letters arrive.

"Hmph, supporter of the Ashen Witch. Those guys' lives are over now."

"But you know. For someone who received multiple letters when even the heroes of our time only got one each, I wonder if something big is happening."

It digs between those who keep hoping for letters, sparking new stories.

"It would be more credible to say the prophets have gone senile."

"Hmm, is that why you haven't received a letter yet?"

"...?"

"Hehe, perhaps a life supporting the Ashen Witch and receiving three letters is more meaningful than being an old man dying without ever getting a letter."

"You son of a..."

"I'm just joking. Well, it's not really our concern, so let's just finish our drinks."

"...At most, they'll just overturn the world. The prophecies in the letters always come true."

"Hehehe, that would be quite something if it happened."

Like a joke, it collides with the clinking of glasses and dissipates.


And beyond the village where letters fly.

Spreading to the city where night never falls.

"While we may not accept the Ashen Witch, we do not oppose our hero."

The mayor of Tevris declared.

Waaaa-

Waaaaaaaa-

Only such cheers could be heard from the crowd gathered in the square.



In other words.

Following the traces left by those who remained, the ripples of the Ashen Witch continue to spread.

The ripples named "Ashen Witch" that began to spread from far away.

They reach those with deep connections first, resonating strongly, and then transform into complex patterns as they reach those with shallow connections.








And that.

"A dispatch from the Papal State."

Reaches someone else.

"What do those lunatics want to ask for this time... hmm."

"What is it? What kind of dispatch is that?"

"Rua, don't stick your head in. You smell because you haven't washed."

"..."

It finally makes someone hopeful.

"Ha, so he's still a man."

"What shall we do?"

"Tell them I accept the Papal State's request."

"Yes, understood."

He picks up his massive greatsword, casually slings it over his back, and rises from his seat.


The Hero.

Recalling the past days, he raised the corner of his mouth.
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The end of an Elf, the conclusion.

For them, the conclusion is returning to the embrace of the Mother World Tree.

Being buried beneath the enormous tree at the center of the sacred forest, larger than any other living being.

When they can end their journey this way.

Only then can an Elf return to the earth under the Mother's protection.

They can have the honor of closing their eyes forever, blessed by countless Elves.

The Forest of Elves.

Orbis Sylva.

That is the homeland of the Great Mage.

********

To be honest.

Even until the moment we all teleported, I had no idea where we were going.

More precisely, we seemed to have abruptly landed somewhere that wasn't our original destination, so I was momentarily stunned.

"Asha..., where are we?"

"I made a mistake with the coordinates."

"What?"

"Just kidding, I shouldn't say that, right?"

No.

"..."

"I'm joking."

Living among strange people for quite a long time has given me a lot of unnecessary speech habits.

Because of that, I stared at her with disbelief, and Asha smiled brightly and answered again.

"This is a small village near the border, with vast flower fields spread out."

"Hmm, so why did we come here...?"

I could tell the flower fields were vast just by looking around.

No matter where I looked, there were only flowers everywhere.

Until we left the valley, it had been autumn harvest season when flowers should be fading, but we must have traveled quite far because it was still somewhat warm here.

However, I couldn't see any village.

Maybe it was too small to be visible yet, but there were no signs of people around, and no tall buildings in sight.

The other companions seemed to share my confusion.

Except for two people.

Asha, who had cast the teleport spell, and Selina, who was sitting in her wheelchair, blankly staring at the flowers.

"And this is Master's hometown. I made a deal when sealing Alicia. I said if we brought her to her hometown, she would give us what we want."

"This used to be a small human village created near the Forest of Elves. That was already... hmm, yes. It might not be a village anymore since it's been over 250 years."

I pinched Selina's cheek lightly as she just smiled nonchalantly.

"No, grandma."

"Ouch! That hurts...! And don't call me grandma. At this age, even a single title can hurt my feelings."

"Alright, Selina."

"That's better~"

I looked at her with half-closed eyes and asked.

"So what can you give us now that we're here?"

"A piece of the Holy World Tree's bark."

And she answered that she would give us a piece of the Holy World Tree's bark, which we needed as an ingredient for the ash suppressant.

"Did you bury it somewhere in this flower field?"

"Of course not. This is just where I lived when I was young, and I wanted to see it again. We'll need to enter the Forest of Elves to get the World Tree bark piece."

She was stroking the flowers on the ground, shaking her head as if I'd asked something obvious.

So I asked again.

The questions just wouldn't end.

"...Are Elves forgiving toward criminals?"

"No? How could they be? Criminals are usually tied to tree trunks and starved to death."

That's exactly my point.

"Aren't we all criminals?"

"Yes, we are."

All of us, even the children, are branded as criminals.

"Maybe news from the human world doesn't reach the Forest of Elves?"

"How could that be? Elves aren't such an isolated race."

Elves aren't a race that avoids interaction with humans, so they would definitely have heard the news.

"...Would they give out pieces of the Holy World Tree's bark as souvenirs if we pretended to be tourists?"

"Come on, what race would give away parts of Mother World Tree's body as gifts to tourists?"

It's not like pieces of the Holy World Tree's bark are worthless objects lying around everywhere.

How on earth are we supposed to enter the Forest of Elves and obtain a piece of the World Tree's bark?

"Then how are you going to give us the World Tree bark piece?"

"Good question?"

"..."

"Just kidding, I shouldn't say that."

Oh, this bitch is at it again.

"Horn, hammer."

"Sure, I've always disliked Elves. Never liked those long ears from the beginning."

I agree.

"Eek."

"Would you like that 'eek' to become a scream?"

I was starting to really dislike Elves too.

Horn immediately brought the hammer along with a wheeled coffin at my words.

"No, I was just joking...?"

"I really dislike young Elves who are barely 300 years old. I never liked those awkwardly long ears that look half-grown."

I agree.

But didn't you just say you didn't like long ears, old man?

With that, Selina's cheeks turned red.

"That hurts..."

"Be grateful I didn't put you in the coffin."

Since I couldn't actually hit an old woman who looked like she might die soon, I just pinched and stretched both her cheeks to show my annoyance.

"I was going to tell you right away..."

"Then you should have just told us."

Does it make sense for an old lady who doesn't have much time left to keep joking around and wasting time?

Anyway.

Selina pouted her lips and then pointed in one direction.

"My mother was human so she passed away, but my father is still living in the Forest of Elves as far as I know."

"Ah, is he someone with a high position?"

"Hoho, he wasn't someone particularly important, but he was important enough to give a piece of the World Tree's bark to his daughter who doesn't have much time left."

I pushed her wheelchair following her gesture, and soon a small dirt path appeared among the flower fields.

"Oh, so we just need to ask your father..."

"However, um... the problem is... I can't remember my father's face."

"..."

We continued along the path stretching ahead.

The children and Eileen were peeking their heads out from the carriage, which Avery was pulling slowly behind us.

"Actually? I don't remember much of anything now. If I hadn't given my apprentice the notes with the coordinates I had scribbled down, I might have lost them forever."

"..."

Looking up along the path, I could start to see what looked like buildings in the distance.

"The magic I spent my whole life researching has all turned blank like white paper, and I've even forgotten my father, mother, and the location of my hometown."

"..."

There were still no people in sight.

The buildings stood alone, all shabby and unkempt without maintenance, literally abandoned.

"Elves are often called the race of wisdom, but as a half-elf, I couldn't live up to that. As my death approaches, I've forgotten everything."

"..."

Nevertheless, Selina smiled brightly at the small, deserted village that appeared beyond the flower fields.

I couldn't tell whether memories were coming back to her or not.

"So I'd like to make this old woman's last memories happy before she dies."

"...That's playing dirty, you know."

Still, I couldn't refuse the request she was making.

So I sighed deeply and pushed her wheelchair again.

"Humans are naturally weak to emotional appeals. So when asking humans for favors, always bring up sad stories... hmm, I think my mother taught me that...?"

"At least I don't think your Elf father would have taught you that."

"Hoho, you're not wrong. Anyway, I want to go to the village quickly. I hope the house I lived in is still there."

I hoped so too.

Even if she couldn't remember the house she lived in, I hoped the house containing her childhood memories would still be there.

The village was literally small.

Small, and completely deserted.

The flower fields were still in full bloom, but the abandoned village had turned into ruins.

"...As expected, there's no one here."

"That's how human villages are. My lifetime could span four generations for humans."

Selina looked at the village with a strange expression, seemingly unbothered.

"Do you remember which house you lived in?"

"Well... I'm not sure. Everything looks unfamiliar now."

Nevertheless, we continued deeper into the village.

It didn't feel eerie or desolate.

Flowers bloomed inside the village too.

The walls were covered with vines and looked green, and all sorts of plants were growing on the wooden buildings.

The village abandoned by humans had already washed away human traces and become part of nature.

I thought that even if she tried to remember, it would be difficult to recognize anything because the scenery had changed so much from its original state.

However.

"...There. I'd like to go to that house."

There was a woman who discovered something and pointed with her hand.

Selina.

Her cloudy, tarnished eyes shone like a child's.
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It was a small village that probably wouldn't even appear in any records.

Without restaurants, shops, or even a church-like building, it was just about twenty ordinary houses clustered together.

Perhaps when Selina was young, it might have been a larger, more expansive village, but what we encountered now was just this much.

And then.

"...There. I'd like to go to that house."

Selina's face, which had been blank yet curious while looking around the village, suddenly brightened.

The eyes that had been bitter about not remembering anything seemed to sparkle a little.

"Is that where you lived, Selina?"

"...I'm not sure. But the fact that I feel like it might have been suggests that it probably was, don't you think?"

What she pointed to was a wooden house with walls completely covered in vines, making it difficult to imagine what it originally looked like.

The logs that once formed the fence had already crumbled and become fertilizer for the soil, but strangely enough, the structure of the house remained intact.

"You recognize it despite its condition?"

"It might not be the right place, so don't get my hopes up."

Flowers bloomed abundantly even in the front yard of the house.

Fortunately, there was a small gravel path that allowed us to approach the house without stepping on the flowers.

As we walked, Selina stared at the gravel path and murmured.

"A gravel path..."

"Perhaps your mother was a thoughtful person who made it."

"Well... I don't remember if my mother was that kind of person."

She kept tilting her head as if several things she saw were unfamiliar, and I grabbed the doorknob as we reached the front of the house.

I was actually a bit worried.

I was concerned that we might be greeted by mice, wild animals, or cockroaches, or that the wooden structure might be completely rotten.

"...I'm not sure if the inside will be in good condition."

"I'll praise you if you clean up the mess."

I wondered if Selina might be shocked by such a scene and just drop dead.

She was now in a state no different from a sunfish, after all.

"In other words, there's no reward."

"Isn't praise from a beauty like me reward enough?"

She certainly is beautiful... but I wonder if praise from a woman who's 280 years older and about to die counts as a reward.

"I don't know... praise from a dying beauty doesn't really have much merit—AAACK!! It hurts, Asha. That hurts...!"

I didn't even think of it as a reward, but apparently someone else did.

"Are you saying Selina is beautiful, Ain?"

"No, ugh...! Selina is ugly...! Definitely ugly...!"

But honestly, she is beautiful.

Asha and Selina just had different types of beauty, that's all.

"...No matter what, saying someone is ugly to their face is hurtful."

"I really dislike ugly elves. I didn't like those ambiguously long ears from the beginning."

Ah, Horn, please just stay quiet.

Anyway.

Contrary to my worries, the vine-covered door opened rather easily.

I thought a door that hadn't been opened for a long time would be stuck with dust, vines, and dirt, but it welcomed us with just a moderate creaking sound.

Looking closely, the vines covering it had been cut just enough to allow the door to open.

As if someone had visited this place until recently.

And the interior scene was also better than I had feared.

"...What?"

There was no situation where everything was covered in dirt and dust making it impossible to recognize anything. Though it was a bit dark without light, the interior seemed quite neatly organized.

"Hmm, unfortunately, the reward of praise and smiles has gone down the drain."

"I never needed that in the first place."

I lightly tapped Selina's head as she kept talking nonsense and pushed her wheelchair further inside.

The dark interior was soon illuminated by the light Asha created.

There was a light layer of dust on the wooden floor, but it was quite clean for an abandoned place.

"..."

What we immediately saw was a wooden table and chairs, and a fireplace connected to a chimney.

Being an old and small village, there didn't seem to be a separate kitchen.

Various antique decorations and plates were placed on top of a modest drawer.

"How is it? Is this really the house where you lived, Selina?"

"...I'm not sure."

There was a bookshelf a little away from the fireplace.

Old books were on the shelf, and except for the accumulated dust, they weren't rotten at all.

There were no cushions or sofas, but there was a large wooden chair wide enough for about two people to sit on, and a rocking chair next to it.

Selina, who had been staring blankly at them, eventually gestured with her hand, and I continued to move accordingly.

As we went deeper into the house, stairs leading to the second floor appeared, and under the stairs were several large boxes that seemed to serve as storage.

"..."

As Selina silently pointed to them, I naturally moved one box and carefully opened it.

Inside the box were various clothes and shoes.

To be precise, it was filled with small clothes, socks, and shoes that a child would wear.

"I don't know... I really don't know..."

She was on the verge of tears now.

As if she couldn't recall any memories despite facing it directly, she kept murmuring that she didn't know while picking up and looking at the small clothes.

When I first met her in the valley, she seemed somewhat mysterious and always composed, but now, on the brink of death, she had subtly transformed into a child-like state.

She would smile as if she was having fun, but then suddenly look sad for the smallest reasons.

Her eyes would shine brightly as she gestured energetically, but then she would delicately pick up a small piece of clothing and become blurry with emotion.

"I can't remember... I can't recall my mother or father at all."

Even though she was the one teasing me earlier, now she's so depressed that it's hard for me to tease her back.

So I was quietly opening the other boxes for her when Asha approached her side.

"Master."

"Why can't I remember..."

"Master."

"I thought I would remember when I saw it... Ouch...!"

After calling Selina cautiously like that, when she didn't listen to her words at all, Asha slapped both her cheeks.

"Stop bringing down the mood and calm down."

No.

Asha, what kind of language is that?

Asha looked down at her indifferently and said so.

"That hurts..."

"Who would immediately remember after not seeing something for over 200 years?"

Of course, she also said some kind words to Selina, who was pouting with her reddened cheeks.

"Then couldn't you have said that first instead of hitting me...?"

"It was effective, wasn't it? Have some tea."

She said this while casually taking out a teapot and cups, and even lighting a fire in the fireplace.

She really has a difficult personality.

"Ain, your expression looks strange."

"...I didn't say anything."

Difficult indeed.

I'm more worried than hopeful.

I even started to imagine that the reason I wasn't beside future Asha was because I might have been confined somewhere.

And so.

Selina's cheeks remained red for quite some time, but it helped her calm down considerably.

"I'm sorry. I acted like a child at this age."

"Well... I guess everyone gets like that when they're about to die."

"...Please stop saying 'when you're about to die.' I'm still quite fine, you know."

She sipped the tea Asha had made for her and put down the small piece of clothing she had been holding.

There were deep handprints left on the clothing.

I took it, folded it neatly, and put it back in the box, then naturally spoke to Selina.

"But this is the right place, isn't it?"

"It seems so."

Even if Selina couldn't remember immediately, we could tell that this was the house where she had lived.

Considering the outside scenery, it looked like it had been abandoned for at least 100 years, but the interior was neatly organized.

Someone had been continuously visiting and tidying up just this house.

And that would likely be someone who could live for thousands of years, like an elf, not an ordinary person.

"Perhaps... my father has been visiting this place."

"That's true love."

So I murmured, but Selina shook her head at my words.

"It's lingering attachment and stubbornness. For an elf who can live well over a thousand years to love a human who can't even live a hundred years."

"It would be worse if he had met someone else during that time."

"...If that were the case, wouldn't you have cursed him as a scoundrel of a father?"

Selina stared blankly at the bonfire burning under the chimney while sipping her tea again.

The once empty and cold house gradually filled with warmth.

I quietly waited for her teacup to empty, and then spoke to Selina.

"Well, since we've rested enough, shall we go to the second floor too?"

"I don't know. There's nothing special on the second floor. It was just an attic... room... was it?"

She naturally started to answer my question but then paused.

"Oh."

"Yes. The attic room... I used to go up there often when I was young."

She spoke as if some memories had returned, saying it was just an ordinary attic room.

Perhaps drinking tea and calming down had some effect.

Although.

Someone seemed to have a different thought than me and boldly held out both hands.

"As expected, hitting broken things to fix them is the right answer, isn't it, Ain?"

"...It was effective, wasn't it?"

Asha proudly gave a thumbs up.
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Memories might have surfaced a bit, but as Selina said, there wasn't much to see on the second floor.

It was even dustier than the first floor.

Windows that should have shown the outside were blocked by vines, letting in only a faint glow of light.

All I could see were three boxes that looked identical to the one beneath the stairs.

The ceiling was so low that I had to hunch over, and even Asha was nearly touching it.

"I envy old man Horn."

"Say something stupid like that again and I might hammer you down to the same height."

"Hmm, you've rested for a whole year, but your temper's gotten even worse."

"What of it?"

I snickered while watching Horn tap his hammer, then placed Selina, whom I'd been carrying, back into her wheelchair.

"There's really nothing special here. When I was little... I think I thought this was an amazing space."

"That's normal, isn't it? Children naturally love places like attics, don't they?"

"Hehe, is that so?"

Selina looked around the attic, seeming much calmer than before.

Since there wasn't much to do besides approaching the boxes, I naturally pushed the wheelchair toward where they were gathered.

Asha went to the boxes ahead of us, tapped one, and spoke.

"Ain, this one has a lock on it."

"Hmm, then we should look for a key..."

Crack!

"But now it's gone."

"...Right. The lock magically disappeared."

Asha instantly broke the lock and struck a pose like a magician doing a "ta-da!"

After destroying all the locks on each box, she said things like, "It was here, now it's not."

Selina watched Asha and apologized to me.

"I'm sorry. I never intended to teach her that sort of thing."

"Yes, feel sorry until the day you die."

"Well, if I only need to feel a little sorry, that's fortunate."

"Ugh... like teacher, like student."

In just that one year, Asha had learned quite a lot of unnecessary words and actions.

Anyway.

We opened the boxes.

Despite being locked, they didn't contain anything particularly extraordinary.

One box held toys and dolls that Selina might have played with as a child, another contained accessories a woman might wear, and the last one simply held a stack of papers.

Selina stared at them blankly.

She picked up a dusty doll and held it to her chest, then lifted and unfolded one of the papers.

"It's a portrait."

"...Yes. It's a portrait."

The paper depicted a beautiful woman.

She was smiling brightly—a woman whose face suited a smile well.

She clearly resembled Selina.

I had always thought Selina's appearance was naturally inherited from her elven father, but looking at the portrait, she seemed quite similar to her mother.

"Your mother is pretty."

"Ain, are you calling another woman pretty?"

"...Spare me. She's from 200 years ago."

I apologized profusely to Asha, whose eyes had narrowed, while Selina picked up other papers, seemingly unbothered by us.

The neatly stacked papers were all portraits.

There was a young, beautiful woman, and then a slightly more mature woman.

There was a woman who had become more feminine, and one who had somehow become a mother with a gentle smile.

"..."

With each page turned, the woman in the papers aged.

The fresh appearance of her twenties passed, becoming mature in her thirties, and turning into her forties with wrinkles that reflected maternal love.

And beyond that were things probably beyond even the edges of Selina's memories.

A woman past fifty with quite a lot of white hair raised the corners of her mouth, but the smile of the woman who seemed to have reached sixty contained many emotions.

And then.

After several more portraits, there was an elderly woman who appeared to have closed her eyes peacefully.

The portraits of the woman who must have been Selina's mother ended there.

"Pure love."

"...I told you it was obsession and stubbornness."

Selina spoke with an expression suggesting she didn't like something, then tossed the stack of papers back into the box.

"Then perhaps your memories..."

"Well... she resembled me. Other than that, I'm not sure. My memories are quite hazy... my mother's face in my childhood memories is still blurred."

She didn't seem to have a clear image of her mother even after seeing dozens of portraits.

"I see."

"That's how it is. I think I left the village when I was over twenty. In truth, childhood memories are such tiny things compared to the 280 years that followed."

That made sense.

I'm barely over 20 years old now.

Even I had already forgotten most of my memories from my past life.

The lingering attachment and sadness had faded, but whenever I thought about it like this, a bitterness still remained.

I quickly shook off those thoughts and pointed to the stack of papers thrown into the box.

"But don't you want to look at the other papers behind those?"

Indeed, the stack of papers didn't end with her mother's portraits.

There seemed to be dozens more papers remaining after her mother's final portrait.

However, Selina shook her head at my words.

"...I've already skimmed through them, so if you want to see, take them out yourself. I'd like to rest now."

She closed her eyes as if tired, leaning back completely in her wheelchair and exhaling a faint breath.

So.

I quietly took out the stack of papers that had been thrown back into the box.

What was drawn after the portraits of the woman who must have been her mother was Selina as a child.

From what appeared to be her just after birth, to her toddling steps, to her chewing food with a full set of teeth.

Growing up to become a girl, and eventually an adult, even the back view of her packing her belongings and leaving the village.

"..."

And.

The stack of papers finally ended with an old wanted poster showing her current appearance.

Night falls.

We're all gathered around the fireplace in the chimney on the first floor.

The twins, Eileen, and Selina have already fallen asleep, so we brought mattresses from the carriage for them to lie on, and Avery is making potions as always.

Asha, Horn, and I are quietly chatting over tea.

"Ain, what should we do now?"

"About what?"

"I was thinking we could just wait here for the teacher's father to come, rather than going into the forest."

That's what Asha asked.

Thinking about it, it was a way to get a piece of the World Tree's bark without entering the elven forest.

Honestly, I didn't want to die of starvation with my ankles tied by vines.

However, I had to shake my head.

"Hmm... that would probably work, but judging by the amount of dust, he might only come once a year."

"It's true that stupid elves and great dwarves like me have a very different concept of time. If we wait for that elf to come first, the Papal State's people will probably greet us before the elf does."

As Horn and I said, long-lived races have a completely different concept of time than humans, so if we just waited, the Papal State's pursuit team would arrive first.

The Papal State probably already realized we had left the valley.

Unlike in the valley, we couldn't afford to act leisurely now.

Asha nodded in understanding at our explanation.

"Ah, that makes sense. Long-lived races are lazy species after all."

"What."

"..."

Since confessing to me the other night, she seemed much more at ease, and her cautious demeanor had disappeared.

Now she just spoke her mind without holding back.

Her personality really isn't easy to deal with.

That act of smacking the back of the dwarf's head—if I had done it, an axe would have immediately come flying at me.

Of course.

"Ain, you ill-mannered brat."

Horn, who had been opening and closing his mouth at Asha's words, eventually cursed while hitting me on the head.

"Wait, I was just sitting here quietly, why me...?"

"No matter what, I can't curse my benefactor."

"...?"

But why me?

"Well. What can you do?"

"...This is quite unfair."

"If you think it's unfair, become someone's benefactor yourself."

I thought I was already a benefactor to some degree, but apparently not by Horn's standards.

And.

Avery, who was sitting a little distance away shaking a vial, burst into laughter watching us.

"Haha... you both were s-so quiet in the valley, but now it f-feels like we've finally started traveling again..."

"..."

"..."

It's true that both Horn and I were too busy with our own tasks in the valley to bicker much.

"I thought hammering had killed off some of your temper, but you've gotten even weirder, you damn old man."

"Sure. Follow me outside. I'll hammer your head with the skills I've honed over the past year, you brat."

Perhaps because of that, Horn was back to hammering away as if the memory of our previous hierarchy settlement had completely disappeared.

Ah.

I should settle the hierarchy one more time before we go.

With that thought, I went outside with Horn.
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Originally.

The elderly should be attacked rather than respected.

Because being old means having survived.

In this world where magic is always unfolding and wars frequently break out, one should be wary of those who have managed to survive intact until old age.

Besides, that wasn't the only reason.

No matter how much respect you show to ugly old people, what you get in return is inversely proportional rudeness.

"You little shit, using equipment advantage is cheating."

"A dwarf complaining about equipment advantage to a human? Really? Wow, you've aged quite hideously."

With a dwarf geezer who spouts excuses first, it was right to throw away useless things like conscience and manners.

"Let's switch equipment and fight again."

"I'd rather not."

"Disrespectful brat."

Besides, the axe Horn is holding is also a good one that Asha brought from Tevris.



Anyway.

Me winning and Horn losing wasn't the important issue.

The next day, we were out walking in the flower field, and I called to Selina, who had a blank expression.

"Selina."

"Hmm, what is it...?"

"What would you like to do now?"

Although I was briefly lost in sentimentality, we came here because of a final deal with Selina.

Since we had brought her, no longer a mage, to her hometown, we needed to receive a piece of the World Tree's bark.

However.

"I... don't know what you're talking about."

"A piece of the Sacred World Tree's bark. We'll need to enter the Forest of Elves to get it."

"Ah... right. I keep forgetting the main point, I'm sorry. A piece of the Sacred World Tree's bark... I need to give it to you."

To be honest, Selina's condition was really not good.

Not only had she become unable to move on her own and needed a wheelchair, but she kept spacing out and forgetting things.

Though I'd been trying to ignore it, she'd been like this ever since using the great magic to seal Alicia.

"Even if we wanted to stay here and wait for Selina's father, we're criminals with the Papal State's pursuit squad after us."

"Yes... that's right too. Elves aren't particularly good with the concept of time. Um... so... to safely enter the Forest of Elves, Orbis Sylva..."

Her eyes had already become quite dim and cloudy.

Even after resting a bit and drinking her favorite tea, the clarity in her eyes would return only briefly.

Especially after we toured Selina's hometown and the house where she lived as a child, these symptoms worsened.

Perhaps it was because, having reached this place, she had finally let go of all the memories and lingering attachments she had been holding onto.

As life approaches its end, without something to hold onto, one would simply collapse and die, so one must cling to even futile attachments.

So I voiced what might be her last remaining attachment.

"But you should see your father, Selina."

Her father, living in the Forest of Elves, Orbis Sylva, would be her only remaining attachment.

"..."

"You need to see your father before returning to the earth."

Her mother was already gone.

The small village among the flower fields had collapsed over 100 years ago, becoming an uninhabited ruin.

Although the house where she lived was relatively intact, it had become too faint to restore her memories.

The only thing she had left in decent condition was her father.

Thinking this, I brought up the topic of Selina's father, and her previously blank eyes gained a little life.

"...Yes. At least seeing him once and bringing closure would be my duty as a child."

"I'm glad you can still think clearly."

She naturally reached out and plucked a branch full of blooming flowers.

The flower scent, already strong from all around, became even more intense as it flowed from her hand.

"Don't treat me like a fool, no matter what. Besides, bringing up my father is a bit unfair, isn't it?"

"Yes, it's unfair. But what can Selina do about it?"

"...Let's talk about how to get in."

The small, beautiful purple petals fell and fluttered following Selina's gentle hand movement.

They rode the wind, heading into the forest ahead of us.

"It's beautiful."

"...It was my mother's favorite flower."

Selina murmured while blankly watching the fluttering petals.


Purple.

Small petals.

Sweet fragrance.

The name of the flower that beautifully bloomed and filled the area around the village was lilac.





And so.

We gathered together, eating an early lunch while talking.

"We can't just go in openly, right?"

"Hmm... I think there were quite strict inspections for non-elves entering, unless they were scheduled delegations."

Since we obviously needed to enter the Forest of Elves, we needed to think about how to enter safely.

"If there are inspections, they'll definitely know we're criminals."

"That's right. I wonder if we'd be immediately captured and executed, but honestly, I'm not sure about this part."

Elves weren't ignorant of human news, and they would certainly know about wanted criminals, at least those threatening the safety of the forest.

"Then if we enter using the defensive magic circle we made in the valley, we could try to talk without being captured..."

"That's... not a bad idea, but."

I suggested entering with a barrier and attempting dialogue, but Selina smiled awkwardly.

For good reason.

"The problem is that there's only one mage in this party, Ain."

"...Ah."

"If we enter the forest with an ash-colored barrier, don't you think we'll face a full-scale attack from the elves?"

"You're right."

Among the people here, Asha was the only mage, so the only barrier we could create was an ash-colored one.

"I should have dragged Adrian out of the valley."

"But that person would never have left, even if it killed him."

Of course, he was someone who said he'd never leave, but maybe we should have knocked him out and brought him along somehow.

So.

"Hmm, should we just set a fire?"

"Have you gone mad...?"

"Not a bad idea, let's do it right now."

"No, why are you agreeing, my disciple..."

Even until our leisurely lunch was finished, we couldn't think of a suitable method.





Time passed.

The sun, which had been hanging high, gradually tilted its head toward the mountain ridge.

The sky turned red, and the warm breeze gradually became chilly.

Clouds had gathered.

Dark clouds that suggested rain might fall from night or dawn were half-covering the sunset.

While Horn and the other companions had gone inside the house to rest, I was still in the flower field with Asha and Selina.

She said she didn't want to go in early because she felt strangely depressed inside the house.

She said it was honestly sad that she couldn't recall any particular memories despite being in a place of memories.

That was clearly a childish complaint.

Even now in the flower field, she was just touching the lilacs with a bitter expression.

I watched the woman's back silently before speaking.

"Selina."

"..."

"Grandmother."

If I didn't call her periodically, she would become blank and cloudy again.

She seemed to keep forgetting that she was connected to people and would fall into her own delusions.

"...I told you not to call me grandmother."

"Then you should have answered right away when I called you Selina."

"So why did you call me?"

So I voiced the thought that had occurred to me.

"Is there something that only you and your father know?"

"...Well. Even if there was, I doubt I'd remember it now..."

Like a promise between a father and his daughter who left at a young age, or some magic that would help them recognize each other.

"Think carefully. If there is something like that, it would solve all the worries we had earlier."

"Hmm... yes. It would be nice if there was..."

Selina nodded at my words and placed the lilac she had been holding onto the ground.

Asha stared at it for a moment before waving her hand, sending the purple petals riding on the wind toward the forest.

"It's pretty."

"Hehe... you're quite skilled. I think you could do a lot more."

"If you wish, I could cover your coffin with petals too."

"Disciple, don't say such bad things."

"But I'm serious?"

"..."

Both Selina and I knew Asha was serious.





And so the sky quickly darkened.

Due to the dark clouds, the purple twilight was only momentary.

With sounds of plop and pitter-patter, the rain began to fall quietly.
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I had a dream.

"Mom!"

"Yes, sweetie."

I was young.

"What's this?"

"Hmm~ This is something called magic."

Perhaps because I had returned home, it was a somewhat vivid dream.

Yet even amid that clarity, my mother's face remained blurry.

"Magic?"

"Yes, magic that connects mommy, daddy, and our little one."

The hand stroking my small head was incredibly gentle, and her smile was more mature than mine even now as I approach death.

"Then I want to do it too!"

"Hmm~ Maybe when our little one grows up a bit more, you'll be able to?"

Mother smiled like that and fluttered a piece of paper.

It had unknown characters and patterns.

Clearly something from a scene that had disappeared from my memory.

"Really? I can do this too?"

"Of course~ Naturally. It's magic that daddy created for us, after all?"

I still don't remember.

Though mother showed her face after quite a long time under the pretext of a dream, both her face and the magic circle she held and waved remained blurry.

"Wow~ Teach me too, Mom!"

"Alright, I'll teach you when our little one grows up a bit more."

My younger self smiled brightly.

Nestled in mother's arms, I beamed with pure joy.

"Great! It's a promise!"

"Promise~"

There's my younger self, smiling with pure innocence, unaware of the ending that would conclude in sorrow 300 years later.

"Dad! Welcome home!"

"Hehe~ Honey, welcome back."

There I am, dragging my tiny body, running pitter-patter to be embraced by my equally blurry father.

Is this regret?

Should I have never left the village and spent my entire life here?

Would my ending have been happy then?

"I'm back."

I don't know.

I can't tell.

Even if I regret it now, nothing will change.

To put it simply.

I stupidly left the village without learning that magic.

If I did learn it but ended up forgetting, that too would be because of my stupidity.

********

Several days passed like that.

The rain that started falling the other evening was still coming down.

The scenery beyond the window was dim, and the purple flower petals fell to the ground after being hit by raindrops.

Because it had rained continuously for days, the dirt ground became muddy, and large puddles formed here and there.

There's no weather forecast in this world, so I can't tell how long the rain will continue.

"Hmm, if I ask Asha to create a weather forecast magic..."

If I say that, she'll glare at me with those half-lidded eyes again.

She'll lecture me not to keep making strange requests because magic isn't omnipotent.

Yet, in the end, magic to build houses actually existed.

Anyway.

While the other companions were still asleep, I woke up early and was preparing breakfast.

I revived the dying fire in the chimney, placed a pot on it, and poured in the sliced meat and vegetables.

With the magic sauce I got from Carson, it tastes good even if I cook it roughly.

"..., Ain."

"Ah, you're up?"

"Yes..."

As I sit in front of the chimney making food, my companions gradually wake up one by one.

Asha is always the first to wake up, so she sluggishly comes up behind me and rests her face on my shoulder.

Actually, the touch of half-asleep Asha is strangely eerie.

"I'm cooking right now."

"I know..."

She sneakily wraps around from my side, twitching and gradually moving to caress various places.

"If you keep doing this, I think I'll get burned by the fire."

"Yaaawn..., if you get hurt, I'll heal you."

"..."

"Ah..., looks delicious..."

What.

What looks delicious?

To be honest, her words and actions sometimes have a creepy aspect.

However, since she's a product I created from childhood, I can't properly refuse now and just endure having my body violated throughout the cooking process.

"Stop. No more."

"Tsk..., what do you mean 'no more'? If you're going to say useless things..., just shut up and stay still."

"..."

I know how thick and sticky the ash-colored love can be.

Nevertheless, seeing how she only becomes clingy and creepy when sleepy or drunk, it's clear that the usual Asha is holding back a lot.

Because of that, a thought creeps up.

I feel like I'll be devoured as soon as an opportunity arises.

The fact that I've been able to travel safely until now is probably thanks to the urgently unfolding situations.

By the time breakfast was ready, most of my companions had woken up.

Yaki and Tori, still looking sleepy, approached me with their eyes closed and each claimed one of my knees to sit on.

"Shouldn't you two start becoming independent soon?"

"Yaaawn..., we're still children. Right, Tori?"

"That's right... We're still far from becoming adults..."

The twins say they're far from becoming adults, but it's already been well over three years since I took them in and raised them like a parent.

Looking at them carefully, there's hardly any trace left of their tiny appearance from our first meeting.

"At least you seem too big to sit on my knees and act spoiled."

""Ehhh~""

I was saying they've become a bit too big to sit on my knees.

If the two continue growing at this rate, they might look similar in age to Eileen by next year.

Anyway.

The last to wake up was Selina.

"I thought you were dead."

"..., how rude."

Actually, these days I've been checking her nose several times while she's asleep.

Her breathing is so faint and weak that she sleeps as if she's really dead.

I picked up the dazed woman, placed her back in the wheelchair, and handed her a bowl of food.

"Please eat quickly."

"Ah..., thank you."

Selina received the bowl with a still dazed expression and rolled her eyes as if deeply contemplating something.

"If you don't eat, you might die of hunger."

"..., are you perhaps just waiting for me to die?"

"Of course not."

No matter what, I'm not that kind of psychopath, so I'd rather wish for her longevity.

Even though she's already lived for 300 years.

Selina glared at me slightly for saying that and continued.

"Sigh..., actually, I had a dream. It seems there might be a magic that only my father and I knew about, as I mentioned before."

That was quite useful and important information.

"Oh, really?"

"Yes. However, it's blurry. I can't properly remember the magic circle, and I'm not even sure if it was real."

It might be patchy and blurry, but it's better than having nothing at all.

"What's this? Every time you say you can't remember, I'll have to list all the things you need."

"Pfft..., it would be great if other things could come back to me that way. Anyway, I need my disciple's help."

"Yes, I'll help you after we finish eating."

Even though she might now be just a shell with barely any mana left, she was definitely a great mage.

Selina forced a smile and then lifted her spoon with trembling hands.

After the meal ended.

Asha and Selina began restoring the magic from the dream.

"Is it this?"

"Hmm..., I don't think it was that pattern..."

"Then how about if I draw it like this?"

"That looks a bit more similar."

Meanwhile, the other companions were searching around the house, wondering if there might be a paper with the magic circle somewhere.

"Do you want to go back to sleep?"

"..., don't say that while raising your fist. What if you knock me out and I die?"

"Then how about I put you to sleep with magic?"

"In this physical state, I'm afraid I might never wake up if hit with magic..."

That's right.

Sedative magic would be very dangerous for an elderly person who's about to pass away, so it's better not to try.

"This isn't easy. Let's continue restoring it with that hazy memory for now."

"My disciple's manner of speaking is really..."

"What?"

I'm sure the dynamic wasn't like this in the valley, but somehow the roles of the two seem to have reversed.

"No, I was just saying you've learned that well."

"Thank you for the compliment."

Selina, who always tormented Asha with all sorts of pranks, has become calm, and Asha, who used to pout after being teased, now seems to have taken control.

"..., right. Ah, seriously, stop poking my side...!"

"I'll help you remember."

So she's taken control...

Hmm.

It just seems like she's tormenting her, I'm not sure.

"No matter how much you poke my side, I can't remember!"

"Don't worry, Master. I'll keep poking until you remember."

The two continued to piece together Selina's memory fragments while bickering like that.

To cut to the conclusion, the restoration of the magic failed.

My companions and I tried to find even a scrap of paper with the magic circle in the house, but there was nothing.

Despite the efforts of the two who struggled to redraw what they saw in the dream, there were too many gaps in the magic circle.

"Hmm, this isn't working. I'm sure hitting should fix it, but why didn't it work, Ain?"

"Maybe because even hitting can't restore an object's lifespan?"

"That makes sense."

Asha looked at the partially restored magic circle, pondering what more to add, but the problem was that she hadn't yet studied the structure of magic used by elves.

Selina surely knew, but the issue was that her memory wasn't intact enough to recall it.

"My side feels bruised... It's still sore."

"I didn't poke that hard, Master."

"..., I should just stop talking."

I thought we'd found a good method, but in the end, we couldn't complete it.

Because of that, we sighed while looking out the window.

After racking our brains for a long time, it seems the rain had finally stopped. The dark clouds had disappeared, and the sky was tinged red.

I stared blankly at the sunset and the purple flowers before speaking.

"Shall we go for a walk to clear our heads?"

"The ground is still muddy."

Selina said with a pout, but actually, the muddy ground isn't really a problem.

Because in this world, there's magic.

"Hmm, perhaps a magic that hardens soil..."

"..., please stop. Ain, magic isn't omnipotent, okay?"

Asha grimaced at my words and, as always, said that magic isn't omnipotent, but I'm sorry to say that such excuses don't work anymore.

If there's magic to build houses, there must be magic to harden soil.

So I didn't back down from her words and spoke again.

"But shouldn't it be possible to at least harden soil? We can build houses with magic."

"..., I don't know such magic."

A new excuse came back from her, saying she doesn't know such magic.

"..., really?"

"Sigh..., let's just fly and take a walk."

"That's a good idea."

Instead, unlike before, it's good that an alternative was also provided.

And.

Through our coincidental choice to float in the sky and view the flower garden, we discovered it.

What seems like coincidence might actually be fate.

"..., truly a romantic lover."

The lilacs blooming around the abandoned village didn't grow on their own.

100 years.

200 years.

For that long, they were cultivated by someone's hand, and there was clearly only one person who would visit a place where no one lived anymore.

In other words, the shape of the flower garden is a magic circle.

The dream's magic circle, which we couldn't complete despite our efforts, was fully preserved in the form of a flower garden.

"Pure love, pure love indeed."

"..."

There was no rebuttal about obsession or attachment as she had done several times before.

Selina's eyes widened.

And sorrowful tears began to flow.

And so.

The magic was activated.

Without anything particularly grand, a faint light embraced the purple flower petals and spread, flying into the forest.

Soon, with a rustling sound, an elf with long ears appeared from the forest.

"..., Selina Floria."

"..."

He immediately uttered Selina's name, but.

Sadly, Selina didn't recognize him.

Ch.190 - Episode 9. The Great Mage's Homeland (6)
# Episode 9. The Great Mage's Homeland

In this world, the most representative long-lived races are undoubtedly the Dwarves and Elves.

From a human perspective, both races are rather reclusive and rarely venture beyond their territories.

Horn, Selina, or the criminal Dwarves and Elves living in the valley are extremely unusual cases.

Just like how among humans, while most are relatively ordinary, occasionally some with bizarre and difficult personalities stand out.

Therefore.

The two races have their own distinct characteristics.

Dwarves are incredibly passionate and enthusiastic.

Perhaps because they're hardworking and stubborn, they're peculiar folks with fiery tempers that seem to boil inside them.

They remain that way until they become elderly Dwarves who can no longer lift a hammer.

Yet they deeply love their own kind and remember and mourn each death for their entire lives.

Though described as stubborn and hot-tempered, among themselves, they're a race overflowing with affection.

And Elves are gentle and relaxed.

Perhaps it's because they enjoy living in forests, but they're carefree beings who don't particularly strive for anything or persevere with tenacity.

However.

Unlike Dwarves who maintain their hot-tempered and passionate personalities even as they age, I've heard that Elves express fewer emotions as they grow older.

Joy. Sadness.

Pleasure. Sorrow.

Such emotions apparently wear thin and fade with time, and their capacity for empathy diminishes greatly. Humans who have met elderly Elves unanimously describe them as being like inanimate golems.

Moreover, Elves don't mourn death.

They simply regard it as returning to the embrace of the Mother World Tree, a natural part of the cycle.

According to what I've read, the Elven race was essentially a massive cult of fanatics united under the divine tree known as the World Tree.

So if you're wondering why I'm saying all this.

It's because with the small village, the tidy house, the lilac garden, and the portraits over ten feet tall, I had expected Selina's father to be different.

Yet he too was quite expressionless, showing no particular emotion even when his daughter couldn't recognize him.

"Death looms over you. Not even ten days remain, I see."

"..."

He said this while looking at Selina, who was opening and closing her mouth, unsure what to say.

"So what brings you here? There must be a reason you've returned after 300 years."

"Well... that is..."

Selina stammered as if broken.

Her father was like her last lingering attachment, but she seemed bewildered to find that meeting him felt no different than meeting a complete stranger.

"If you wish to be buried beneath the World Tree, that's impossible. Elves who have become criminals cannot rest in Mother's embrace."

"...that's not it..."

"If not that, then why have you returned here?"

There was no sign of the affection that had seemed so abundant in the small village and flower garden.

If such feelings had been even slightly visible, perhaps Selina wouldn't have been so at a loss.

"I just... wanted to see you once more before dying..."

"What's the point of seeing someone you don't even recognize?"

"..."

The Elf, looking down at Selina in her wheelchair with an expressionless face, showed absolutely no emotion.

So I muttered.

"...I take back what I said about him being a romantic lover."

"Ain, should I rough him up a bit to fix him?"

Asha nodded at my words and slightly raised her fist.

She seemed rather heated seeing her master being coldly rejected.

But hitting him didn't seem right.

It's unlikely that beating would change racial characteristics, and besides, he was still Selina's father.

"Unfortunately, this model seems to come that way by default, so it's not actually broken."

"That's a shame."

So basically.

There was an emotionally deficient sociopath who seemed to have thrown pure love to the dogs.

At least, that was definitely my first impression.

After that, Selina still couldn't speak properly.

Perhaps because the meeting was different from what she had imagined, she just hung her head with a shocked expression, so Asha was taking care of her.

Naturally, I took over the conversation.

"To be direct, we came here because we want a piece of the Holy World Tree's bark."

"Impossible. Not even the smallest trace of Mother can be given to outsiders."

He was a stubborn Elf.

"There's a child who desperately needs it. We won't use it for any harmful purpose."

"Still impossible. Be grateful that I'm not having you arrested as criminals—the Ashen ones and their supporters—right here and now."

He already knew we were criminals.

"Can't you share just a little, considering I brought Selina here?"

"You brought a child who caught a human disease, lost her memory, and didn't even show her face when her mother died—and you call that a considerable gesture?"

"..."

Whether it's because his emotions have faded or not, his manner of speaking is truly awful.

I never thought I'd consider Horn, who openly picks fights, to be a gentleman in comparison, but this kind of cold-hearted speech was even more irritating.

And Horn seemed to share my thoughts as he approached my side and looked up at the Elf like he was looking at an insect.

"Kid, this is why pointy-eared bastards need a good beating. That inhuman expression will crumple when hit—that's the cure."

"A Dwarf? You're so small I didn't notice you."

"What? You son of a... Hey! Don't stop me!"

I stopped Horn before he could raise his hammer and axe.

Though his manner of speaking was terrible, he hadn't really said anything wrong, and he was currently the only Elf who might help us.

Besides, Horn would lose anyway if they fought.

Elves are fundamentally mages, so they don't have a particularly good matchup against Dwarves.

A moment of silence passed.

Selina still had her head bowed, and I couldn't think of any words to persuade this stubborn Elf who was firmly refusing.

Appealing emotionally to someone with faded emotions would probably just make his eyebrow twitch at most.

So.

The Elf, who had been looking us over with an indifferent expression, broke the silence first.

"Anyway, if that's your business, I'll be going now. You are not permitted to enter the forest, and I cannot give you a piece of Mother's bark."

"Ah..."

He had already turned his body and was walking back toward the forest.

Even his retreating figure showed no lingering attachment, making me wonder if he was really the one who had cleaned the house and tended the flower garden.

Those scenes that seemed full of longing for his wife and daughter were right behind us.

The lilac petals danced in the wind, and their fragrance surely reached him beyond us.

And.

"...Father."

"..."

Fortunately, his footsteps paused at Selina's barely audible murmur.

"Please help us just this once, Father."

"..."

Selina had raised her bowed head and was looking at him with a strange expression that seemed to mix all kinds of emotions.

The Elf, who had walked away a bit, strode back and stood in front of Selina.

He too had a strange expression, different from his completely expressionless face from earlier.

"As your daughter, please help me this one time before I die."

"Do you remember my name?"

"I don't know."

His face was slightly distorted, as if in anger.

"Then do you remember your mother's name?"

"No, I don't remember that either."

He spoke through gritted teeth, unlike an Elf.

At this moment, Selina's expression was more Elf-like, while her father's expression was more human-like.

"You don't even remember me or Seren, yet you dare call me father?"

"I'll remember. Before I die... I'll remember, so please help us."

"..."

He had said that Selina had barely ten days left.

She probably wouldn't remember.

Despite spending over a week in the small village trying to recover her memories, she had only recalled trivial things, not the truly important memories.

Nevertheless, Selina looked up at the Elf and spoke.

"Father."

"..."

"Please help us. We really need a piece of the World Tree's bark."

She firmly called him father and made her request, even though he still felt like a stranger to her.

He silently turned his body again and headed toward the forest.

His expression seemed distorted and unusually emotional until he turned his head, but I thought we had failed to persuade him.

"...Don't just stand there, follow me."

If he hadn't said that after walking a bit further.

"Ah..."

"If you don't stay close, magic and arrows will fly at you as soon as you enter the forest."

After saying that, he resumed walking.

So we left the carriage in the flower garden since it would be difficult to drag it into the forest, and hurried after him, all of us letting out sighs of relief.

Selina was still looking at his back with a face full of mixed emotions, and we stuck close behind the Elf as we entered the forest.

During our verbal exchange, the sunset had already faded into a purple sky.

The glimpses of light between the green trees were quite beautiful.

"Stop, High Priest."

"..."

Not long after entering the forest, Elves carrying staffs or bows surrounded us.

They frowned and glared at us, then spoke to Selina's father who was walking ahead.

"What's the meaning of bringing criminals into the forest? Even if you are the High Priest, that's..."

"I will use an indulgence."

"..."

However, at his words about using an indulgence, they closed their mouths.

"I will use an indulgence for the repose of the criminal Selina Floria and the removal of a piece of Mother World Tree's bark."

"..."

Honestly, we didn't know what that meant.

Selina's father spoke indifferently as if it were nothing special, and the Elves who had surrounded us maintained silence for a moment, then nodded and guided us deeper into the forest.

And so.

We entered deep into the Elves' forest, into their territory of Orbis Sylva.
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When I was young, I often had expectations.

That if I went on a journey, I would definitely explore the Dwarves' Mine.

That while traveling, I would surely meet Elves and see their forest and the World Tree with my own eyes.

I made such promises to myself and expressed my excitement about traveling.

I wanted to laugh and chat with them, tell stories about my travels like a wandering bard, write them down, and build connections with various people.

Now that's become impossible.

There was no time to marvel at the magnificent forest scenery and the city that blended with nature, nor could I cheer at the sight of a single massive tree that soared higher than skyscrapers.

And for good reason.

"..."

"Their gazes are quite fierce."

The stares of the Elves we encountered deep in the forest were piercing.

You could call them looks of disgust.

Clearly, such treatment was all that criminals like us could expect.

The twins, now taller than Horn, followed behind while hiding behind him, and Eileen walked forward while clutching Avery's clothes.

These children who would normally burst into cheers wherever they went were now frightened by the situation.

Of course, everyone else felt the same way.

"Hmm, if it weren't for Master's father, they would have tried to kill us immediately."

"That's rather disappointing."

Only Asha and Selina calmly received their glares with relaxed and peaceful expressions, while the rest of us shrank back a little.

Unfortunately, it seems we won't have any opportunity to explore and enjoy Orbis Sylva.

Though we couldn't have done that anyway since we needed to avoid the pursuit team.

And so.

Following behind Selina's father, we arrived at our lodging.

"...This is lodging?"

"It's more of a prison than lodging, Ain."

Indeed, it was blatantly a prison.

I gaped at him because of this, but Selina's father spoke to us with an expressionless face.

"Be grateful you arrived at Orbis Sylva alive. There are no lodgings that would accept criminals in the first place. That's not something possible with an indulgence."

"...That's true."

He's not wrong.

Whether run by the state or by civilians, lodging is ultimately a place you can't enter if the owner refuses.

It was clear that no lodging would accept us—humans who are criminals.

So it's right to be grateful that they're not making us sleep outside and telling us to manage on our own.

"You can stay here for a maximum of ten days. After Selina's funeral... is over, you'll be expelled immediately. The fragment of Mother's shell hasn't been approved by the higher-ups yet, so wait."

"Um... yes, understood."

After saying that, he glanced briefly at Selina, who had fallen asleep again, looking tired.

"...Is there anything else you need to know?"

"Do we have to stay locked up here the entire time we're in Orbis Sylva?"

"I guarantee you won't have a good experience even if you wander around. So I recommend not causing any trouble. Unless you want to nullify the meaning of the indulgence."

He said we could go outside the prison, but we wouldn't have a good experience if we did.

Considering the gazes of the Elves we encountered on the way to the prison, we'd probably just get stones thrown at us if we went out on our own.

Even a brief look around would be difficult.

Being a worldwide criminal is truly inconvenient.

"Meals will only be provided at lunch. Do you have food supplies?"

"Uh... we left most of them in the carriage. We have about three days' worth."

"Then get them yourself."

What.

"But you said we wouldn't have a good experience if we wandered around...?"

"So what do you want me to do about it?"

"Well... couldn't you just come with us to the carriage once?"

It's not like I'm asking for much.

"Impossible. I'm leaving now, so don't look for me even if you need something."

"..."

You bastard.

It's a heartless thing to say, but you should at least feed people.

Selina might not even survive ten days if she doesn't eat three meals a day.

Wow, so cheap! Completely free accommodation!

Floor-to-ceiling windows with a clear view outside!

Lunch provided, better than breakfast!

Instead of inhumane structures like hard stone floors and iron bars, this beautiful eco-friendly place has dirt floors and vines!

If you ever visit Orbis Sylva, be sure to enjoy the natural accommodations provided by the Elves!

"Ain... I'm a little cold."

"Ain, I-I'm feeling a bit cold too..."

"We left everything in the carriage, what should we do?"

However, mattresses and blankets are not provided. Please note this in advance and bring your own.

Anyway.

As evening fell, the wind blew gently through the open structure.

The breeze was still cool and chilly, making the children shiver from the cold.

Asha looked around the inside of the prison and immediately got up when she heard Tori and Eileen whimpering about being cold.

"Should I go back to the carriage?"

"Well, judging by their looks, they'd probably try to kill us the moment we go out on our own."

It was getting dark, and I felt like we might get assassinated if we went out.

"Actually, even if they attacked, we wouldn't die."

"They might just look for an excuse to cause trouble."

"Hmm, that's true."

I was pretty sure Asha wouldn't die.

But I was uneasy about what kind of trouble they might cause just because she was ash-colored.

Selina's father probably didn't warn us for nothing.

With that in mind, I muttered.

"Ah, Elves have terrible personalities. Dwarves are the best after all."

"See! This guy finally understands something! I've been saying those pointy-eared folks have terrible personalities! So, what do you want me to make?"

"Please make a bed out of vines."

"Just wait a bit. Tsk, I've never made a bed out of vines before, but I guess I can manage something."

"Is a blanket possible too?"

"Hmm, a blanket? I'm not sure about that, but let me give it a try."

When I insulted the Elves and praised the Dwarves, an old man who had been quietly standing behind us started tinkering enthusiastically.

The old man is really easy to handle.

Praise makes even whales dance, and insulting Elves makes even a Dwarf's hammer ring.

However.

"Asha, perhaps..."

"I don't have that kind of magic."

The ash-colored one is indeed not easy.

"...I haven't even said anything yet."

"Sigh... I'll try to modify the defense magic circle to regulate the temperature inside, so please wait."

Now her eyes get drowsy whenever I say something, and she pokes me in the side.

Of course, she's trying to think of alternatives and help in appropriate ways, but her expression says "please stop already."

"Haha... then I'll also prepare a potion that makes the body w-warm...!"

"Side effects?"

"There's a 60% chance it might make you c-colder instead..."

You idiot, with that kind of probability, it's just a potion that makes you colder.

"...You shut up."

"Haha."

The usual madman.

And so.

While Horn and Asha were struggling with their respective roles, Selina, who had been sleeping in her wheelchair, opened her eyes.

"...It's cold."

She too seemed to feel the cold, shivering and muttering in a voice still groggy from sleep.

"Oh, that's not good. Selina could die if she gets too cold."

"At this point, just hold a funeral for me. Hmm... but it really is cold."

Though she spoke jokingly, Selina looked genuinely precarious, and it made me anxious whenever she seemed uncomfortable.

"Horn, is it taking long?"

"The vines are a bit tough. I'm trying to trim them carefully with an axe, so it's taking some time."

The blanket and bed made of vines still had some way to go.

"Asha. How much longer?"

"Hmm... it'll take at least another hour, so hit Master's temple and put her to sleep for an hour."

She said modifying the magic would also take an hour.

So I turned to Selina, who had started shivering, and spoke.

"Selina. Should I take off my armor and clothes for you?"

"Hehe... you're treating me so carefully, as if I might break at the slightest touch. I appreciate the sentiment, but there's no need to—ugh. Hurry up and take them off. I'm going to freeze to death."

The children might stubbornly endure, but for the old lady, saying she might freeze to death could become reality.

So I sighed deeply and started taking off my armor and outer clothes.

However, in the midst of that.

Suddenly, something dropped in front of our prison with a thud.

"...These are blankets before disposal. Deal with them as you see fit."

"?"

It was what looked like thick blankets, accompanied by a gruff-sounding voice.

Selina's father disappeared quickly without showing himself.

"What is it...?"

"Whatever it is, it's good news. Horn, I guess we don't need to make blankets anymore?"

"Hmm... those pointy-eared folks should definitely have terrible personalities, but this is strange."

Anyway, we got blankets.

Despite being described as "before disposal," they were thick and fluffy blankets, large enough to cover everyone.

I thought carefully.

Then I approached Selina, who was hugging the blanket with a broad smile, and whispered.

"Selina."

"Ah... it's warm... Hmm? Why are you calling me?"

"Just say that the dirt floor is damp and the cold is rising up, making it difficult."

"...Hmm? The dirt floor is damp, and the cold is rising up, making me feel like I'm going to die...?"

I felt like I knew how to get the things we needed.

And.

Not long after, another object dropped in front of the prison with a thud.

"This is a worn-out floor mat that's useless now. Do whatever you want with it."

"..."

It was a large floor mat big enough to cover the dirt floor, followed by the now-familiar male voice.

"What worn-out floor mat? It looks perfectly fine."

"Let's just be grateful. Now we can sit comfortably."

"Hmm... hey, short-eared one. Do you perhaps not need a bed? Don't you want a luxury bed?"

His figure, briefly visible beyond the prison, disappeared, and we laid the floor mat on the dirt floor and all sat down comfortably.

"Hehe..."

Selina seemed to be in a good mood, hugging the blanket and smiling broadly.

The corners of her mouth turned up.

Her cheeks were slightly flushed.

She seemed to have a bit more vitality.

"Selina."

"Hmm?"

"Are you hungry?"

"Hehe, I am hungry."

You see.

Selina had lost her mana, but she still knew how to use magic.

With just a word from her, something else dropped with a thud.

"I picked up something that died on the way. I'm going to dump it here because the smell of wild game is disgusting."

"Thank you."

"I was talking to myself. Don't answer."

I take back what I said about him being a bastard.

A tsundere romantic lover has appeared.
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Selina's father always had a stern expression and even his way of speaking was quite gruff.

However, his rigid expression and stiff manner of speaking weren't all there was to him.

"Hello."

"It annoys me, so don't greet me."

While he coldly rejected the greetings from me and my companions...

"Good morning, Father."

"...Yes, good morning."

He would hesitantly accept Selina's weak smile and greeting before disappearing.

I thought that perhaps his angry grimace and firm words during our first meeting were mixed with sorrow and sadness toward a daughter who hadn't visited for too long.

At least, that's what I believed.

Anyway, days passed like that.

We, who had been extremely tense, were gradually beginning to feel comfortable.

Selina's father warned that it would be better not to go outside the prison.

In truth, we didn't need to go out since necessary items were magically delivered to the prison after just a few mumbles from Selina.

Just a moment ago, when Selina mumbled about feeling hungry, an animal carcass dropped down with a thud.

So I approached Selina and spoke to her.

"Was your father like this when you were young too?"

"Well... I don't remember. I wonder if my mother loved such a father..."

Of course, she doesn't remember at all.

As she had said death was not far away, since entering the forest, she's been spending more days in a daze.

When we don't talk to her, she either closes her eyes as if tired and asleep or just stares at the scenery beyond the vines.

"She must have loved your father like that, which is why she was always smiling in the portraits, right?"

"...Is that so? I think my mother always smiled brightly... but I can't remember my father's expression."

Nevertheless, I continue to ask questions and hope for her answers.

I don't want the sad ending where the once-great mage closes her eyes forever without remembering anything.

Although it was recommended not to go outside the prison unless necessary.

"...I'd like to take a little walk."

When Selina says she wants to go out for a while, we naturally go outside the prison.

"Then shall we? Asha, let's go for a walk together."

"Yes, Ain. It's still cold outside, so please wear more outerwear, Master."

At her words, I immediately got up from my seat, and Asha put another layer of clothing on her.

I even made Selina wear my armor and gauntlets.

It was the minimum measure to protect her safety, now that she had no mana to protect herself.

So we pushed aside the vines and went outside the prison.

Actually, it was called a prison, but we weren't really confined, so the vines moved aside easily with just a slight push.

"Selina, where would you like to go?"

"...I'd like to see the village, but I don't want to receive hostile stares again. Just walking around the forest path should be fine."

In response to my question, she pointed to the dense forest in the opposite direction of the village.

It wasn't particularly eerie; it was a beautiful forest landscape spread out wide.

It was just a perfect place for someone to hide and target us.

"Hmm. You like places that are perfect for ambushes."

"Hehe, what's there to worry about when you'll protect me? I heard your sword skills are excellent... who told me that... who was it..."

And even in these moments, Selina keeps losing her memories.

The only ones who would talk about my sword skills would be those in the valley, but even memories from less than two weeks ago are becoming dim.

"Well, it must have been Adrian who said that?"

"Ah... yes... I think that child said so. But was that child a swordsman too...?"

I bit my lip at such a sight, but answered as if it wasn't a big deal.

Naturally pushing the wheelchair toward the forest, I glanced at Selina's expression.

"His words were as sharp as swords, so it wouldn't be wrong to call him a swordsman."

"He must have been a mage."

"What does it matter? What's important is that he was someone who got beaten by me."

"...Hehe. Yes, I'll rely on you if a dangerous situation arises."

The saying that accumulated memories gradually become scattered doesn't mean that she, who was a great mage and sage, becomes stupid.

Selina's expression, having noticed the meaning of my words and actions, twisted bitterly and then slowly turned into a sad smile.

Of course, there was an attack.

Even elves have radicals, so I knew they would target us when Selina's father, the high priest, wasn't around.

It was quite predictable.

A single arrow that flew in with a whistling sound instantly split into multiple branches and attacked from all directions.

"Interesting. Is it archery mixed with magic?"

"Hmm, if it's magic, should I learn it?"

"Hmm... I'm not sure if that was magic. It could be a technique unique to elves."

However, we no longer feel particularly threatened by such things.

After being beaten by paladins, rescuing a child who went berserk with ash, and being chased by the Papal State's pursuit team again, these things have become trivial.

"Come to think of it, our party doesn't have an archer. Archers are quite fundamental."

"Then should I learn archery?"

"Why do you keep wanting to learn things? Just learn magic for building houses... ack!"

"Please stop talking about magic, seriously."

The arrows that flew in from all directions were all blocked by the barrier Asha deployed.

I had nothing particular to do, so I stood in front of Selina with my sword stuck in the ground, only to get pinched in the side by Asha.

I was thinking I could at least block any close-range assassins that might appear, but I couldn't block hands approaching from behind.

And then, ninjas appeared.

Are we going to be annihilated?

"Oh..."

"Oh..."

"There's really no sense of tension at all."

Of course, such expectation that briefly welled up was meaningless.

The ninjas were weaker than paladins, too weak to annihilate us.

"Should I handle this?"

"No, I'll do it. I'm a bit bored."

It was bitter that paladins had become our benchmark, but in any case, the sight of someone rushing in with daggers was no longer particularly frightening.

A dagger coated with mana flies in.

In the past, I would have been desperate to avoid a sword coated with mana, but now I just casually draw my sword and plant my feet.

Clang!

One dagger is blocked like that, and another dagger thrust by another elf is kicked away with boots charged with mana.

However, there was still one more person, and as the last dagger flew toward my neck, I tried to use the mana in my gauntlet...

"Ah."

Come to think of it, I had put them on Selina.

In a hurry, I pulled the scabbard from my waist and blocked it.

The mana-coated dagger pierced through the surface of the scabbard.

No, damn it.

My scabbard.

"Hey, you bastard! This isn't bulletproof!!"

Although the scabbard itself contains mana and can self-repair, if it's severely damaged, it takes a long time to fix.

If it's completely destroyed, repair becomes impossible.

With such thoughts, I drove my fist into the ninjas' solar plexuses.

"Ugh...!"

"Guh... uweeek...!!"

Without the gauntlets, they didn't die. All three clutched their solar plexuses in pain and sprawled on the ground.

Of course, I couldn't kill them.

If someone happened to die, the immunity granted for our stay might become useless.

I tied up the writhing ninjas with nearby vines to subdue them, and Asha also cast magic in the direction the arrows had come from, capturing all the elves who had been lying in ambush.

"They're weak."

"They're weak indeed."

It seems that since the radicals aren't the mainstream, proper forces haven't gathered.

And even if they were proper forces, they wouldn't dare to do anything against the ash.

After the situation was roughly settled, I smiled and spoke to Selina.

"Well~ then shall we continue our walk now?"

"Hmm, no matter what, isn't that a bit strange?"

"What is?"

"...I should stop talking. Yes, let's just continue our walk."

A ninja annihilation ending might be more fun than the sad ending where she dies without remembering anything.

But at least I can't allow such an ending.

We walked around for a while and then returned to the prison.

And then.

Selina collapsed.

When she suddenly collapsed and regained consciousness the next morning.

"...I can't see."

That was all she said at first.

So.

It would have been nice if this was a joke like always.

"...I can't see."

Her pupils were cloudy and murky, as if covered in fog.

There was no focus in her pupils at all.

Beyond the prison, the eyes of the person watching Selina widened for a moment.

In his hands were items he had hastily gathered.

In other words.

The sad ending was approaching, little by little.
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Healing magic is essentially meaningless.

The problem with her vision was caused by aging, and healing magic isn't powerful enough to reverse the aging process.

From the beginning, one of the ultimate goals of human mages has been to overcome death by aging, so even with magic, preventing aging is impossible.

Asha and Selina, like everyone else, knew this fact.

Nevertheless, we wanted to make the sad moment that was slowly approaching seem insignificant.

"You should have aged gracefully, Master."

"Hoho... I think I've aged quite gracefully. I'll remain beautiful without wrinkles until the moment I die."

Since Selina couldn't see, she kept her eyes closed completely.

As always, she sat in her wheelchair with a gentle smile as she answered, while Asha glanced at her and flipped through a magic book.

Although they couldn't prevent aging, they didn't want her to face only dark shadows until her death.

Honestly, I felt a bit sad.

That's what it meant when someone you've formed a bond with dies.

Since I hadn't experienced that yet, and neither had Asha.

I felt bitterness watching Horn, Avery, and the twins looking at Selina somewhat calmly, but ultimately I thought it was sad.

"...Still, you're not as beautiful as me."

"No matter what, you're not an elf, so when you age, you won't be as beautiful as me. Make sure you die as a wrinkly old lady."

"..."

Her way of speaking had become a bit more casual.

They say people can't remain detached in the face of death, but when truly only days remain, she wore an unburdened expression as if she had let everything go.

Perhaps she was being considerate of us who might be sad.

"Since you're human, you'll be full of wrinkles once you pass 40, right? Your life is ruined."

"...Be quiet. I'm going to create a magic spell."

"Will that work?"

Hmm.

Maybe it's not consideration after all.

Seeing how her mocking attitude hasn't changed even when she's about to die, perhaps she wants to use her final spark of life to tease others.

If anything, now that she can't see, she seems to speak even more freely.

Anyway.

I intervened before Asha's gaze could turn fierce.

"Selina, so you're not feeling any pain?"

"Well, except for not being able to see, I'm quite fine. Nothing particularly hurts."

Fortunately, even after collapsing and regaining consciousness, she didn't seem to be in pain anywhere.

"That's good to hear. So is there anything you want to do today? It's around lunchtime, so we have plenty of time."

"Something I want to do... Right. Now that I can't see, I don't have to worry about hostile gazes, so we can go to the village."

Eh.

"...But that still applies to us."

"That's not my problem."

"You really can't see anything anymore."

Selina turned her head toward the direction of my voice and playfully raised the corners of her mouth.

The gazes are still piercing.

I had brought only Asha and Selina along because I was worried about this, but the hostile stares still don't feel any more comfortable.

Whether they're wary of outsiders or rejecting criminals.

Probably all those factors make them look at us with suspicion, but as the subject of those stares, it doesn't feel particularly good.

Since Selina couldn't see, she seemed unconcerned, smiling brightly and sniffing the air.

"Hmm, I'm feeling a bit hungry, and I think I smell something delicious. Is it coming from this direction?"

"This is... you're not an elf but a beast. Shouldn't you at least try to locate it by sound?"

The direction she pointed to was accurate.

In the direction she precisely indicated, there was a restaurant busy preparing food, and coincidentally, quite a few elves had gathered there.

"Hoho, abandon your prejudice that big ears mean better hearing. Let's go quickly. I'll have whatever dish you recommend."

"My recommendation is the nutrient-rich grass growing under your wheelchair, Master."

"Tsk, that's not food."

"I don't understand why someone who brews tea with bugs is being picky."

"That is food."

Selina and Asha bickered at every opportunity, and I pushed the wheelchair toward the restaurant.

The stares poured in instantly.

They looked at us with such contempt that if we had brought Horn along, a knife fight might have broken out immediately.

I deliberately ignored the elves and headed to the counter, and of course, the owner had the same look in his eyes.

"Please pack three portions of this menu item and that one."

"..."

I feel like throwing up.

The owner's silent stare makes me queasy.

Still, I didn't want to show my discomfort because it might upset Selina, so I continued speaking as if nothing was wrong.

"How much is it?"

"50 libra."

"Um... do you not accept dera?"

"..."

One problem is that the currency unit is completely different from the Empire's.

I thought most places would accept dera, but it seemed the elves used their own currency.

The owner just shook his head side to side without answering my question about whether they accepted dera.

"Then where can I exchange currency..."

"..."

He didn't answer my question either.

He seemed to have no desire to help and tried to serve the next customer, ignoring me.

So.

As I stood there, not knowing what to do, a hand suddenly appeared beside me.

"Here's 50 libra. I'll pay instead."

"Ah... Yes, High Priest. I've received 50 libra."

As always, Selina's father had appeared from somewhere and quietly offered help.

After paying for us, he looked at Selina sitting in the wheelchair.

Although Selina had her eyes closed, she turned her head toward the direction of his voice and spoke.

"Father, thank you."

"...You're welcome."

The food came out soon.

Thanks to Selina's father standing next to us, the stares from all directions diminished somewhat.

And so.

We sat on a quiet tree stump a little distance from the restaurant.

Asha was teasing Selina by bringing two types of food to her nose.

"Disciple? You've got food on your nose."

"That's not particularly my problem."

Asha has the good habit of immediately putting into practice what she learns.

"Hmm... that's true. Anyway, I want to eat the first food."

"Here you go."

"Ah~ Wait, no. Not this one, I said I want the first food!"

"Oh... I didn't expect you to guess correctly."

She even knows how to tease her by taking advantage of Selina's blindness.

I don't know who raised her, but she turned out well.

I burst into laughter watching the two of them bicker, and beside me still stood a man.

Selina's father, like me, watched the scene before turning to speak to me.

"Didn't I tell you?"

"Tell me what?"

"I clearly said you wouldn't be treated well if you wandered around, so why did you come to the village?"

I certainly remember him saying that.

I also thought we definitely wouldn't be treated well.

"But Selina said she wanted to come. She said now that she's blind, she doesn't have to see anything."

"..."

What could I do?

When someone with not many days left to live says they want to go somewhere, you can't just ignore them.

"You're not watching her all the time, I see."

"I can't watch her every day. I have my own duties."

I thought he would be monitoring Selina's every move, but it seemed he had many responsibilities as the High Priest, especially given the current situation.

"Do you have some time now?"

"...Yes."

"That's good. Then let's walk together."

"..."

He didn't answer my suggestion.

However, his eyes affirmed it instead.

He was blankly staring at Selina, who had sauce on her mouth from Asha's teasing and was chewing happily while smiling and chatting.

"Ouch! Disciple, stop it... mmph! Well, it is delicious! But my face is a mess!"

"That's not my problem. My face is clean."

"I'm dying soon! Show some respect!"

"Don't worry. I am showing respect."

His expression was hard to read—whether it was sad or happy.

I couldn't tell if he was looking directly at Selina or projecting the past, seeing the scenery of a small village and a lilac flower garden.

One thing was certain: the complex emotion he was expressing was definitely familial love.

It was evident in the beautiful flowers surrounding the small village, the massive magic circle, and all the items he had carefully preserved and cleaned inside the house for over 200 years.

Books certainly say.

Elves who have lived for ages have worn-down emotions and might seem almost mechanical.

They say that because elves live for thousands of years, they don't feel sadness about the concept of death.

However.

At least to my eyes, he still seemed emotional and still appeared to be grieving.
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Naturally, we let Selina's father take the lead.

"Since we're here, please guide us well."

"...What is this about?"

"Aren't you here to give us a tour?"

He looked at me with disbelief, his eyes tinged with a hint of disgust.

No matter what, openly showing disgust is hurtful.

So I quietly approached the wheelchair and poked Selina's side.

"Of course not. I can't believe you'd even suggest that. I need to get back to work, so I don't have time for such frivolous—"

"Father."

With my action and Selina's single word, magic happened without a trace of mana.

"..."

"I'm curious about this city. Are you very busy?"

She turned up the corners of her mouth toward her father, even with her eyes closed.

Since she couldn't see, her ears must be working extra hard.

"...For a short while."

"Then could you please guide us?"

"Fine."

Selina's father gave a small nod.

As he stared at her intently before stepping forward, I poked his side too.

Of course, he got angry.

He frowned deeply, swatted my arm away, and was about to growl.

"What do you think you're—!"

"My arm hurts, so I can't push the wheelchair. Could you please do it?"

Of course.

When I stepped aside and pointed to the wheelchair, he immediately shut his mouth.

"..."

"Oh, if you don't want to, that's fine."

"Give it here."

And so Selina's father began to push the wheelchair.

True to his nature as an elf who had lived for many years, his expression remained rigid, making it impossible to tell what he was thinking.

But from behind, it was somewhat comical to see his hands on the wheelchair twitching slightly. His stiff neck moved a little, and his ears fluttered.

So...

"Pfft..."

"Ahem... Asha, it's rude to laugh."

Asha and I just kept giggling as we followed behind.

To put it simply.

Selina's father turned out to be a more enthusiastic guide than expected.

"This is a temple built to worship the Mother. It's a yellow stone structure about three stories high, and over time, the Mother's roots and vines have covered the entire framework. There are no windows to look inside, so candles are always kept lit within."

"Hmm..."

For Selina, who couldn't see what was in front of her, he explained in enough detail for her to imagine.

"...The yellow stone walls have eroded much over time, and they're quite similar in form to ruins found in other countries or continents. On either side of the temple doors stand statues of past Elf Grand Marshals."

"Hmm...!"

"By elf standards, it's just somewhat old, but for humans, it's an ancient site well over thousands of years old. Still, it's used for prayers and rituals. Elves don't perceive the passage of time well, so the thought of building something new doesn't occur to us."

When Selina tilted her head as if having trouble imagining it, he would glance at her and add more details.

And then.

"Did I visit this place when I was young?"

"...Yes. When you were very young, you stayed in this forest briefly with Seren. If I had to say, Seren liked it more than you did. She found it fascinating... and said it was a shame."

With each word she uttered, he seemed to sink into memories, his expression twisting in a peculiar way.

"...Next is a ruin so ancient that even elves don't know when it was built. It's a place you've never seen before."

"Wow, I'm looking forward to that."

"Indeed."

Like a typical elf, he composed his expression and carefully pushed the wheelchair to guide us elsewhere.

And so we followed his lead around various parts of Orbis Sylva.

Of course, throughout our tour, the elves' gazes continued to scrutinize us.

They whispered as they looked at us and shook their heads in incomprehension as they watched Selina's father.

"Excuse me, I have a question."

"Don't ask, human."

I tried to speak to him after observing this scene, but he still sharply rejected any conversation from Asha and me.

Just when I thought our internal rapport was building up, he'd cut us off so mercilessly that the word "jerk" nearly escaped my lips.

And for good reason.

"Father, I'm curious about what they want to ask."

"Go ahead and ask."

"Hehe."

While he wouldn't even give us proper answers, I'd never seen him refuse Selina's requests.

"Wow... that's really unfair."

"What do you want me to do about it? Instead of wasting time, just ask your question."

You mean elf, we're people too, you know.

It's disappointing to treat the kind people who brought your precious daughter all the way back here like this.

Anyway.

Setting aside my disappointment, I asked what I wanted to know.

"Judging by the other elves' reactions, guiding us like this doesn't seem good for your reputation. Are you sure this is okay?"

"Drop that unpleasant term 'mister.'"

"Oh, then what should I call you?"

"High Priest. And keep it brief, human."

This jerk.

Just like his daughter, he's incredibly strict to anyone who isn't her.

"Fine, High Priest. So is it really okay?"

"It doesn't matter. Elves who live for thousands of years don't care much about reputation as long as they have ability. And since I used an indulgence, I'm not breaking any of Mother's laws."

Though he wore an annoyed expression, when Selina nodded, he answered my question.

And my questions continued.

I was also curious about the "indulgence" mentioned when we first entered the forest.

"Is this indulgence thing really that special?"

"It's the Mother's mercy, granted upon reaching the position of High Priest, usable only once in a lifetime. She turns a blind eye to any sin, just once."

So he immediately used such a precious thing at the request of a daughter who couldn't even remember him.

It would have been better if his tone and expression had shown more affection, but that's unfortunate.

"Now that's love."

"Yes, Ain. That's definitely love."

"Shut up, humans."

Selina's father seemed disgusted by my grinning face and moved on.

Meanwhile, Selina remained silent with her head slightly bowed, as if deeply contemplating something.

Our one-day tour ended like that.

The sky had already darkened, and lights began to glow from various parts of the distant city.

"Don't come out tomorrow. It's bothersome."

"Huh?"

"Stop making sounds like 'huh.' It's irritating."

He clicked his tongue, saying he had many things to do and not to create annoying situations.

He seemed genuinely busy, as he handed the wheelchair back to me and turned to leave.

Of course, he immediately responded to the magic word.

"Father."

"What is it?"

Hmm.

With that response speed, he was probably just waiting for Selina to call him.

He immediately stopped and approached Selina again, and she lifted her head toward the direction of his presence and spoke.

"...I don't think you held a high position when I was young. Were you... a High Priest then too?"

"..."

Come to think of it, that's right.

When we first teleported here and discussed how to obtain a piece of the World Tree's bark, Selina had mentioned that her father wasn't a person of high status.

Though her memory seemed hazy as she tilted her head, the position of High Priest was clearly not in her recollection.

So.

"Hmm... I wonder if my memory is wrong."

"No. Your memory is correct. Back then... I wasn't the High Priest. I didn't feel the need for such a position."

"Ah, I'm glad my memory isn't wrong..."

Selina asked hesitantly, and he looked directly at her as he answered.

His expression was bitter.

"In the winter of December, 235 years ago. I became High Priest after your mother Seren died that day."

"..."

"After that day, I needed the position of High Priest. And I still feel that need now."

"..."

His eyes trembled slightly with mixed emotions, and the corners of his mouth carried sadness.

Selina soon fell asleep.

Her father, who had clearly intended to leave right away, stayed until Selina fell asleep, and only after seeing her laid on the bed did he turn to go.

I went outside with him to see him off, and he slightly turned his head to speak to me.

"You'll receive a piece of Mother World Tree's bark on the day you leave this place. Leave the forest as soon as you get it. When the grace period granted by the indulgence ends, those elves will immediately try to detain you."

"How unusually kind and informative..."

"It's repayment."

He gave us the information we wanted. Fortunately, receiving the World Tree's bark piece was confirmed.

"Repayment for what?"

"Stop asking questions and get lost."

"But you're the one leaving, High Priest."

"...You always have to have the last word, don't you?"

He clicked his tongue with an expression that suggested he wanted to hit me, then left.
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The elves were busy and noisy.

The scenery visible through the vines of the prison seemed unusually hectic for elves who had always appeared relaxed and peaceful.

I stared blankly at the scene and muttered.

"Hmm, are they preparing for a festival? They look really busy."

They were clearing the path leading to the World Tree, and placing modest decorations made of white flowers in front of it.

If I had to be specific, this was quite an ambiguous time of year, and I didn't think there were any festivals scheduled.

Asha, who had been drawing a magic circle, glanced at the city after hearing my words and replied.

"Isn't that preparation for a funeral, not a festival?"

"..., Oh."

A festival?

No. A funeral.

Come to think of it, the only event likely to be held now would be Selina's funeral.

Although Selina's father had said he would let her rest beneath the World Tree, I had only understood it as meaning he wouldn't execute her.

Now it seems he meant they would actually hold a funeral for her here in Orbis Sylva.

"So they're giving her a funeral after all."

"They are. I thought they'd mistreat her until the end, considering how they look at her like she's vermin whenever they see her."

That's true.

I nodded at Asha's words and turned my head toward the inside of the prison.

Selina, who would be the subject of that funeral, was mostly just sleeping now.

She would only wake up when she got hungry, eat a little food, and then lie back down saying she was tired.

It was fortunate that she wasn't suffering from pain, but we had to keep checking on her in case she suddenly passed away without anyone noticing.

"So, is Selina breathing?"

I asked the three children who were watching over her.

"Yes! She's breathing!"

"She's even snoring!"

"She was talking in her sleep too! What did she say again? Oh, right. She said Ain and Asha have no manners!"

Yaki, Tori, and Eileen answered in order.

Hmm.

"Seems like she's breathing quite enthusiastically."

"Just block her nose a little, Eileen."

Since she seems to think we have no manners because she hasn't seen how bad we can really be, we should show her what we're capable of, even to an old woman about to die.

-That's just our template.

Of course, I wouldn't actually block her nose, as that could instantly shorten what little time she had left.

However.

While it was just a template for us, Eileen was always sincere.

"Yes! I'll block it right away!"

"Hey, hey, hey. You can't actually do that, you crazy girl."

As soon as we finished speaking, Eileen tried to block Selina's nose, so I hurriedly entered the prison to stop her.

"Ah."

"What do you mean 'ah'? She could die if you block her nose."

Come to think of it, this girl isn't in her right mind either.

She's a noble lady who ran away without guards, discovered the Ashen Witch's identity, and still happily followed along.

She might end up with her face on wanted posters and never be able to return to noble life, yet she still had that carefree, beaming face, which was remarkable in its own way.



Anyway.

Time continued to pass.

Selina's father had said as soon as he saw her that she had less than ten days left, and we had already been in the Forest of Elves for over a week.

His prediction seemed quite accurate.

Selina had become very emaciated.

Fortunately, she didn't complain about being in pain, but she would just smile weakly and say she was tired before going back to sleep.

As if our previous sightseeing had been her final burst of energy, she now lay limply in bed.

She was dazed.

When her eyes were open, she would just sit blankly on the bed.

In truth, since she couldn't see, there wasn't much she could do even if she wanted to.

Of course, that didn't mean she was depressed or gloomy. When she regained some energy and got bored, she would quietly start talking nonsense.

"I'm a half-elf, right?"

"That's right."

"Then if I marry a human and have a child, they'd be a half-half elf, right?"

"..., I guess? But don't people usually call that a quarter-elf rather than half-half?"

Even when I found flaws in her nonsense and refuted them, she would pretend not to hear and continue with what she wanted to say.

"Then if that child marries a human and has a child, should we call them a half-half-half elf? And if so, what would the lifespan of that child's child be, since they'd be a half-half-half-half elf?"

"..., Is that right?"

She must be very bored since she can't do anything.

Still, it was better to see her like this than sulking and lying around listlessly, so I just went along with it.

"What would you call it then?"

"By that point, I don't think any elven traits would remain, so wouldn't they just be human? And I think their lifespan would be reduced to that of a human too."

"Hmm... I'm curious and would like to try it out."

"...?"

"It's a bit disappointing that I don't have enough time. If I had even a year left, I would have tried it right away. I should have done it a year ago."

"..., Excuse me?"

"Hehe, I'm just joking."

We had these completely useless and meaningless conversations.

I was grateful that we could at least talk like this.



When Selina fell asleep again and only we were awake at night, I spoke to Asha, who was busy scribbling in a research book.

"So how's the magic coming along?"

"Well, I don't think it's going to work."

"..., Not at all?"

That wasn't what I had expected to hear.

Since Selina went blind, Asha had been constantly working to create a magic spell.

She wanted to restore Selina's sight, even if just for a few days before she died, but it seemed difficult. Asha put down her book with a thud and shook her head.

"Maybe the problem is trying to base it on healing magic... Since there are no cases of blindness caused by aging being cured, I don't think I can create a new spell before the teacher dies."

"..., I guess it can't be helped."

In truth, if such magic could be created, it would have existed long ago.

It's not like the Papal State's divine arts or the Magic Tower's healing magic development had completely stopped.

A spell that even professional specialists would find difficult to develop couldn't be created by Asha alone in just a few days.

"I could probably create those trivial spells Ain keeps asking for, but fixing blindness is just too difficult."

"And I keep telling you, the things I ask for aren't trivial spells. They're all ideas that would be useful."

"Sure they would."

"..., That hurts my feelings."

Asha snorted at my words.

Considering she didn't act like this before, I wasn't sure if I should feel hurt by this behavior or touched that she was comfortable enough to treat me this way.

"Come here and I'll give you a hug, so stop talking nonsense."

"Okay."

Well.

It's all good as long as I enjoy it.

If I had to say, this kind of thing has its own unique charm.

As I approached Asha and settled comfortably in her embrace, she continued her explanation.

"Anyway, restoring the teacher's sight is impossible. I think it would have been impossible even if we had more time. It's not the kind of magic I can easily create."

"Hmm, then there's nothing we can do."

I thought she was giving up, but Asha glanced at Selina and shifted to a completely different type of magic.

"So I'm going to try creating a different spell. I think I can make some compromises by modifying existing spells bit by bit."

"Eh? What kind of magic are you thinking of using?"

"Illusion magic."

Illusion magic.

Come to think of it, that was something of a specialty for Asha.

She said she had used it when tracking my traces, and she had shown it occasionally when modifying magic that dark mages had implemented.

"Actually, I could just continuously show the teacher illusions of the real scenery, right? It won't be for her whole life, just a day or two, so it shouldn't be too much trouble."

"Oh, that's a good idea, but... doesn't that make people fall asleep?"

"That's why I need to mix and modify existing spells."

"Hmm, I wonder if there's enough time."

It's not just a matter of days—according to Selina's father, she had less than three days left.

Judging by how Selina had been sleeping constantly lately, that assessment didn't seem wrong.

"Since it's magic I use frequently, I can do it quickly."

"Alright. Then I'll leave it to you."

There really weren't any other options.

I don't know if truly happy endings exist, but I at least didn't want to let this end sadly.

Asha nodded and immediately began modifying the spell.

She kept drawing and revising magic circles on a wide sheet of paper that I couldn't understand, and occasionally she would bring me over as a test subject and cast spells on me.


To be honest, I saw monsters several times while trapped in the illusions.

She said it was an illusion, but somehow it hurt when the monsters charged at me. When I asked about it after the illusion ended, she said she had punched me to coincide with the moment the monster attacked.

"..."

"What?"

"Nothing, you did well."

"I know."

Right.

The illusion was quite vivid, so I guess that's good.
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I quickly finished the process of modifying the magic.

After repeating experiments and adjusting the magic circle several times during the night while Selina was asleep, by the time she woke up, I was able to manipulate illusions to appear almost identical to reality.

So.

"Oh, I can see! No, no... should I say I can see? Whatever it is, this is amazing. My disciple, you're so talented~"

"Can you see well?"

Selina was excited for the first time in a long while.

She kept nodding her head as she spoke to Asha.

"Of course I can see well! The viewing angle seems a bit different, but I suppose that's because it's closer to your vision than mine."

"That couldn't be helped. Fixing that part would take a few more days, so I left it as is."

Though she couldn't actually get up and was just waving her hands while sitting in her wheelchair, her expression looked incredibly happy.

Her reopened eyes were still cloudy, but by chance, they sparkled as they reflected the sunlight.

With her lively expression after so long, she honestly looked quite adorable for an elder.

"Hoho, you did well. That was a wise decision. Using illusion magic to replace lost sight... this would cause a sensation in academic circles, my disciple!"

I thought so too.

Though Asha had casually modified illusion magic to replace Selina's eyes, when I thought about it carefully, neither the Papal State nor the Magic Tower had yet found a way to restore lost vision.

If this magic could be further refined and supplemented for use by those who cannot see, it would indeed be a remarkable achievement.

"Well... it would be difficult for my magic to reach academic circles."

And Asha's words were true.

Even if it was such a remarkable achievement, it was still magic created by the Ashen Witch who was being pursued by the Papal State.

Far from being properly recognized by anyone, it's currently impossible for it to even reach academic circles.

However.

Despite Asha's bitter words, Selina responded with a confident tone.

"No, you certainly can. Among all the ashen ones I've seen, you're the most special and remarkable. You can do anything."

"Thank you for saying that, Master."

She smiles brightly and declares.

"It's not just words. I was a great mage, you know?"

"Yes, yes, I know."

"You will surely grasp what you desire, Asha."

"..."

"So don't hesitate and keep moving forward. You were never wrong."

Selina determines Asha's future with certainty, as if making a prophecy.

Her childlike bright smile has now transformed into that of a kind and mature great mage.

And so.

We went for a walk with Selina, who could now see again.

I was concerned it might be too much for her, but she insisted on seeing as much as possible while her eyes could see, despite her fatigue.

"Hmm, that flower is pretty. The color is a bit unusual, but the shape is quite beautiful."

"Ah, wait a moment. If the color seems unusual, it might be an issue with the illusion manipulation. How about now?"

Of course, the illusion replacing her eyes wasn't perfect.

There were many deficiencies since I had to modify it hurriedly with limited time.

"Oh, it's fine now. So it was originally a purple flower?"

"Um, no. It's blue."

There were still occasional problems with the illusion manipulation, but it was almost indistinguishable from actual sight.

Thanks to that, the corners of Selina's mouth remained upturned.

"Hoho, whether it's blue or purple, what does it matter? I thought I would die without ever seeing anything again."

"Just yesterday, you had a look of acceptance as if you'd let everything go."

"That's... well. I'm human too, so it can't be helped. Death is still scary!"

She's been so energetic after a long time that when I tease her, she blushes and smiles awkwardly.

And there's someone watching Selina from a distance.

The corners of his mouth are also slightly upturned like Selina's.

"..., she resembles her."

I thought Selina was the spitting image of her mother, but seeing her smile, she resembles her father quite a bit too.

"Hmm? What are you saying?"

"Nothing. I was just saying that Selina resembles that deer running over there."

"That's mean!"

He watched as Selina flapped her arms saying it was mean, and then disappeared.

It would have been better if he had shown that expression to Selina before disappearing.

Now.

There really wasn't much time left.

Life is finite.

Whether human lives are short or elven lives are long.

Clearly, not everyone can live an infinite life.

So one should be able to say goodbye with a smile to those who have reached their end.

That's the minimum courtesy for a situation that will eventually happen.

That's what I thought.

Having never experienced the death of someone close to me, I thought I could handle it.

The next day, we went for another walk, and as we wandered around, time had already turned to evening.

"I'm sleepy..."

Selina, riding in her wheelchair and enjoying the walk, murmured with her head bowed, apparently tired.

"Shall we head back then?"

"..., I'm not sure."

I suggested that while pushing her wheelchair, but Selina briefly expressed her refusal.

"Aren't you tired?"

"But I still want to stay awake a little longer..."

"We can go for another walk starting tomorrow morning."

She was being stubborn.

It was as if she didn't want to fall asleep.

"..., tomorrow, huh."

"..."

"Hoho..., more than that, I'd like to see my father for a moment."

She raised the corners of her mouth bitterly and naturally changed the subject.

So we sensed it.

Her end was now.

Even if she fell asleep now, she probably wouldn't be given another tomorrow.

And.

As if he had known this fact all along, Selina's father had already approached nearby.

We naturally stepped back to give the two of them space to talk.

Even from a distance, their voices were clearly audible.

"Ah..., um. Father."

"..., Yes."

Selina looked at her father, blinking her eyes slowly as if tired.

The corners of her mouth were still upturned.

"Umm, I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"Just..., for everything."

As if unsure what to say, she hesitated before blurting it all out at once.

"..., It's alright. Children naturally incur debts to their parents."

"Hoho..., that's a relief."

Selina was struggling to hold on, her head drooping, and her father knelt down to face her.

"Your clothes will get dirty."

"It's fine."

They exchanged trivial conversation.

"It'll be annoying to do laundry..."

"With magic, it doesn't matter."

The conversation between the two felt strangely heavy.

"..., Father."

"Yes."

Selina had almost closed her eyes now.

The corners of her mouth that had been upturned now hung limply.

"The illusion must be strange. There's no way you would be crying..."

"Magic always has errors. You were a great mage too, so you know that."

I'm not sure about other things, but that wasn't an error.

He was indeed shedding tears, and his trembling hand was reaching out to Selina.

"Hoho..., that's right."

"..."

"But don't cry. Smiling is... better, isn't it? Like me."

She now completely closed her eyes, with just the corners of her mouth slightly raised.

The end had finally come.

Selina's breath flowed faintly.

Her hands, which had been fluttering slightly, hung limply, and she no longer spoke.

She just breathed raggedly.

"..."

"..."

Then she gently opened her eyes and, with a final smile, said:

"Semper... Semper Floria."

"..."

"As promised..., I remembered, Father."

"..."

"Did I do well?"

"Yes."

"Then..., I'll just sleep a little now..."

"..., Alright."

And she closed her eyes again.

The next morning.

Selina's funeral was held quietly.

She lay in the coffin with her eyes peacefully closed, and my companions and I carried that coffin to where the World Tree stood.

There were no elves to give blessings.

They all just glanced from a distance and whispered among themselves.

Still, I decided to be grateful that they didn't spit on or curse the deceased.

Semper was in front of the World Tree.

He silently looked at us, then nodded and handed over an elegant box.

"..., It's a piece of Mother World Tree's bark."

"Thank you."

When I opened it slightly to look inside, there was more than I expected.

"It's a token of gratitude."

"Your tokens of gratitude have been quite generous lately."

I raised the corners of my mouth playfully to lighten the somber mood, and he frowned as always.

"Stop talking nonsense, human."

"But I learned all this from Selina."

"..., My daughter wasn't that ill-mannered."

You might not want to believe it, but this is the truth.

I learned these impertinent speech habits well over the year, and I plan to use them whenever necessary.

"Children typically don't show their true selves to their parents."

"Hah..., you always have to have the last word."

"I learned that from Selina too."

I said that with a bright smile.

We placed the coffin containing Selina in front of the World Tree, and Semper stared at it for a while before quietly whispering to us.

"Leave right now."

"How cold."

"Knights from the Papal State have already entered the forest, and the elves won't stop them but will cooperate with them."

I didn't know the Papal State's pursuit team was so close.

In fact, if you combine the time spent in the small village among the flower fields and in the elven forest, it was about two weeks, so it made sense they would catch up.

"How caring of you."

"Just shut up."

I bowed my head to him, who was frowning, and greeted him.

"See you again if possible."

"..., Go."

"Thank you, Semper."

He made a small gesture with his hand toward us.

So.

We returned to the prison with urgent steps.

We could already hear it.

There was a presence approaching us, rustling through the grass.

"I've packed all our belongings, so everyone get in the carriage quickly. Asha, is the destination all set?"

"Yes, it will transfer immediately once mana is infused."

"Good."

We had packed all our belongings.

All that remained in the prison were the wheelchair we had been using and the wheeled coffin we had made playfully.

I looked at them once and then said:

"..., Let's go."

"Yes."

Asha nodded and immediately raised mana, and we transferred while watching the paladins rushing in from all directions.

The carriage became a bit emptier.

The place where someone used to sit and smile kindly was now vacant.

Nevertheless, we move forward again.

********

I was foolish.

Even though I knew that my moment was a human's lifetime, I was quite foolish.

I loved a human.

I fell in love with a human.

Because I was a bit curious about the world outside the forest, because of a whim to see the open fields.

There was a time in the past when I was mesmerized by the scenery I encountered after leaving Orbis Sylva.

The vast fields.

The brilliantly blooming flowers.

The petals swaying with the gentle breeze.

A beautiful woman standing amidst them, her white dress fluttering.

She smiled brightly at me, who had just emerged from the forest and was staring blankly.

"..."

Ridiculously, I thought it was fate.

Because in all my years of living, I had never seen such a beautiful smile.

Because I could immediately understand what it meant to have a human expression.

Looking at the human, I felt my heart pounding for the first time.

Seren.

Even after more than 300 years, I still love you.

I still love only you.

I don't regret it.

Even though you returned to the earth first, I don't regret that fleeting moment.

The flower field you loved has continued to bloom until now, and the small village where you lived has not yet crumbled.

I haven't let go of them.

Even if hundreds more years pass, and eventually thousands of years pass, I will continue to hold onto that moment.

So.

"..., Mother."

Even you, who have already returned to the earth.

"Elven god who watches over all things."

And even Selina, who was born as the fruit of our union but has now departed to your side.

"Bestow a miracle upon your foolish son."

I will save you both.

For that purpose, I became the high priest, and for that purpose, I live by the World Tree.

Although it's impossible now and will take more time, I vow that I will save both of you someday.

That is the only reason I continue to live and move forward.
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When meteor showers fall, glittering stars flow through the ravine.

Those that should have only shone above our heads descend along the twilight slopes due to cosmic tremors, gathering from the darkness of the distant sky.

They slide down, fall, and mix with the streams of the ravine.

The scenery is beautiful.

That moment certainly shines brilliantly.

The ravine where stars flow, Fluere.

Unlike stars that fall and crash to the ground, extinguishing their light, this is the only place where you can touch stars that still shine beautifully.

Of course.

I don't recommend the reckless act of approaching them.

After all, these shining stars are essentially unrefined, condensed masses of mana.

********

Teleporting to a completely different place is quite fascinating.

It feels like your entire body is forcibly disassembled and then reassembled, yet there's no particular pain.

Since it defies physical limitations, it definitely feels unreal, so when the teleportation completes, we all just gape silently.

And the one who always breaks that silence is Eileen.

"Ah!"

"What now? Why is it always you?"

"The hem of my robe must have torn off during teleportation...!"

She opened her eyes wide in indignation and pointed at the missing end of her robe.

Still, it was fortunate.

How lucky that only a bit of fabric was torn off.

"Be thankful it wasn't an arm or leg."

"I really liked this robe and wore it carefully... The wind must have caught it at the moment of teleportation..."

Eileen kept sniffling as she fiddled with her robe.

Considering how she had beamed about having the same robe as Asha, she must have treasured it quite a bit.

So I patted her head lightly and said:

"I'll buy you another one later, so stop whining."

"But we won't be able to enter a city for quite a while..."

"Well, I'll be able to buy it for you someday."

At the very least, I should be able to buy it for her when we're captured and about to die, since that's when we'd be able to enter a city.

Anyway.

The place we teleported to from the Forest of Elves is a ravine where another ingredient we need can be found.

Somehow we've ended up far away again, so the season we'll be enjoying won't be the cool spring.

The sunlight beating down from the sky was a bit hot.

"At least we arrived safely."

"Yeah. It's nice that we can enter without needing to be advanced adventurers."

When I first heard the list of ingredients for the suppressant from the golem, I was worried about how we'd get in with only intermediate adventurer status.

But now that the moment has come, we've completed our illegal entry very simply and easily.

So among the awful ingredients like a piece of the Holy World Tree's bark, the shed skin of a dragon that lived over 500 years, and a bottle containing starlight, this was the easiest to obtain.

If we simply break the law, that is.

Horn seemed to have the same thought and let out a hollow laugh while muttering:

"Heh, now we've become perfect criminals. If we get caught, we definitely won't die peacefully."

"What's new about that? We just need to avoid getting caught."

Well.

When we first started being chased by the Papal State's pursuit team, my heart felt like it would burst, and every night was terrifying.

Maybe it's because we stayed in the valley for a year, but now I don't particularly feel scared or nervous.

"That's easier said than done."

"I've been thinking, with my current skills, I could probably handle up to three paladins."

"You?"

"Yes, me."

By the time we left the valley, even those guys acknowledged that much.

Both Adrian, who had been a court mage, and Declan, who had been an elite knight, made that assessment while crossing their staff and sword.

"Hmm, is that so?"

"Of course, avoiding them is best, but that's just in case. Horn got thrashed last time, remember?"

"...you little shit?"

Obviously, avoiding them is the best approach.

The Papal State people have the worst compatibility with Asha, so it would still be difficult for us to face them when the only mage we have is the Ashen Witch.

Even that impressive defensive magic circle we created in the valley would immediately break against holy power if Asha's mana was used.

Still, I'm grateful for how far we've come.

I, who couldn't even hold a speck of mana and was looked down upon, can now claim to handle up to three paladins—I felt secretly proud of that.

With that thought, I raised the corner of my mouth and said:

"Anyway, we need to collect the starlight in a bottle and leave immediately, so let's end the small talk here."

"Haha... right... but I don't see any st-starlight in the ravine yet..."

Avery was right.

Although we teleported a bit away from the ravine, it was clear even from here that the ravine wasn't holding any starlight.

So I nodded and explained:

"Though it's famous as the ravine where stars flow, it doesn't actually hold starlight all the time, so we'll have to wait for now."

"H-how long do we have to wait...?"

If you want to see starlight flowing in the ravine, you have to wait until a meteor shower falls.

Of course, meteor showers occur at regular intervals, so we didn't come here blindly.

"I've calculated when the meteor shower will fall. It should be in about four days. The margin of error is a day or two."

"Uh... th-then the Papal State's pursuit team could arrive in the meantime, r-right...?"

"Of course that's possible."

It's probably more than just a possibility—we're likely to encounter them.

In the Forest of Elves, it took them over ten days to reach us, but humans are a species that evolves with each defeat.

They would definitely respond faster and pursue us more quickly than before.

Avery and the children's faces turned pale, probably imagining another confrontation with the pursuit team.

We nearly died last time, after all.

However.

"Th-then there's a big problem..."

"That's why I said it, remember? I can handle up to three paladins."

I had a plan.

"Ah."

"I'll draw a teleportation magic circle in advance, and if the pursuit team barges in, we'll hold out until we safely collect the starlight in the bottle, then teleport away immediately after."

Former Paladin Criseo mentioned that the pursuit team included about three paladins, so I trained in the valley assuming we'd face three or more.

I repeatedly practiced fighting against multiple strong opponents by myself, taking on Declan, Adrian, and the others' combined attacks.

"Even if they're fast, it's impossible for them to catch up in just 4 days, so my conclusion is that we should barely make it."

"Th-that's an extremely close call of a plan, haha..."

That can't be helped.

Having become heinous criminals pursued by the Papal State, the only place where we could do anything at leisure was the valley.

Anyway, I naturally led the carriage deeper into the forest.

"For now, we'll camp quietly in the forest without going near the ravine. It's a quiet place with no people now, but advanced adventurers will come after the meteor shower."

"Wow... that's just the worst."

Eileen grimaced at my additional explanation, while the twins poked their heads out to look outside.

"Yaki, that tree over there seems to be sparkling a bit!"

"Tori, aren't you seeing things?"

Tori probably wasn't mistaken.

I've heard that plants and animals in this area sometimes develop unique characteristics due to the influence of the star-flowing ravine...

"If your eyes are working properly, see for yourself! Are your eyes missing?"

"Tori, they're working better than your foul mouth! You really have a way with words!"

No.

"Really? That's strange. Then you should be able to see that? Ain Brother, I think Yaki went blind from eating garbage like a beggar!"

"Ain Brother, Tori can't even identify friends from foes and just blurts things out? Shouldn't we put a muzzle on her?"

What kind of talk is that?

"Kids... where did you learn such bad words...?"

"From the valley!"

"I mostly learned them in the valley too!"

Ah.

"Of course, I also referenced Ain Brother and Grandpa Horn fighting! Right, Yaki?"

"That's right, Tori!"

Ah.

The children answered me like that and then went back to bickering while looking out the window.

Asha looked back and forth between the children and me, then poked my side and said:

"Well, you do swear too much normally, don't you?"

"...I should start speaking more kindly."

"I'll talk to the kids about it."

"Please do."

Without even needing to think about it, I was clearly in the wrong.

"Yaki, look at that animal! Its face is squashed like yours!"

"Since you and I look identical, that means your face is smashed too, right?"

I really need to reflect on this.

Ah.
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The small campfire blazed with a reddish hue.

We had driven our carriage deep into the forest near the ravine and built circular earthen walls around it to prevent others from seeing the light.

The smoke rising into the sky would be unavoidable, but we planned to light fires only at night, so it shouldn't be too visible in the darkness.

"Ain, I gathered some herbs!"

"We helped too!"

Eileen and the children had been wandering around the campsite collecting edible herbs.

"That's a lie! I did it all by myself!"

"But we protected you!"

Judging by the soil on Eileen's hands alone, she must have indeed gathered the herbs by herself.

At her words, the children waved their staffs imbued with barrier magic and grinned broadly.

And then.

Asha, who had disappeared into the forest, soon returned with a large deer floating in the air.

"Ain, I caught a deer."

"Good job. I'll handle the butchering."

Asha nodded at my words and dropped the deer onto the ground with a thud. Then, with a slightly dubious expression, she spoke to me.

"I noticed that not only the plants but also all the wild animals here sparkle a bit. Is this... really safe to eat?"

In other words.

Both the herbs the children gathered and the deer Asha caught were slightly glowing.

The sparkle made it look suspicious, as if it might not be safe to eat.

It looked almost like radioactive material, making me wonder if eating it would lead to radiation poisoning and death.

"It's fine. It's actually good for you."

"Hmm... I'm only believing you because it's you, Ain."

Of course, that wasn't entirely true.

The surrounding flora and fauna had absorbed a bit of starlight due to the ravine's influence, which had been soaking in starlight for hundreds or thousands of years.

The ingredients containing starlight, which could essentially be considered lumps of mana, were actually said to be good for the body.

In the past, some people even wondered if consuming these might awaken magical abilities.

Naturally, after research by mages, it was revealed that there were no such effects—they were just a bit healthier than normal food.

With these thoughts in mind, I naturally cut off the deer's head, turned it upside down, and drained the blood.

After the blood had drained sufficiently, I slit the skin and gently scraped between the hide and meat with a butchering knife to separate them.

This used to be such a familiar task, but my hands felt somewhat awkward since I hadn't done it in a while.

As always, the children made "eww" sounds and looked away, while Asha quietly spoke as she stared at me.

"Ain."

"Yeah?"

She tilted her head with an innocent expression and said to me.

"What about meat butchering magic?"

"Does that even exist?"

Wow!

Meat butchering magic!

So there really was such an amazing magic that could instantly solve this tedious process...

"Of course not. I just wanted to tease you."

"..."

Damn it.

I looked at Asha with half-closed eyes, but unlike when she was younger, she was now always shameless.

"What?"

"...I wasn't hoping for it anyway."

But still.

If you're going to tease someone, you should at least show some sign of apology.

I don't understand why someone who would pinch my side with an indignant expression when I teased her has become so brazen.

With such thoughts, I pouted and continued preparing the deer.

She had already approached me with a playful smile, poking my side repeatedly.



It's been a while.

It's been a while since we last camped like this.

Come to think of it, we hadn't done this once since learning that the Papal State's pursuit team was on our trail.

For the first time in ages, we all sat around the campfire together, cooking and eating a meat stew.

"Hmm, it's been a year since we did this."

"Indeed. It's just camping, but we've been too busy running to even have time for this."

Horn chewed on a piece of meat and responded, seeming to agree with my words.

If I trace back to find out how we ended up like this, the Bercio ruins pop up.

"Ah... if only we hadn't gone to the Bercio ruins. Who suggested going there anyway?"

"You did, you little punk."

"It was you, Ain."

"It was Ain, oppa!"

"It was Ain, hyung!"

Of course, everything happened because of my choices.

The prophecy letter from Litera had boosted my confidence by praising how well I was doing.

"Tsk... let's just blame the prophet's letter, shall we?"

"If you're going to talk nonsense, just finish eating."

As Horn said, it was nonsense, but honestly, I wanted to ask.

Whether this was truly the future the prophet had seen, or if this mess was the result of us proceeding correctly.

Even though I knew that the journey for the Ashen Witch would inevitably be thorny, it doesn't seem like there's any way to reach a happy ending at this rate.

Even if we complete the ashen suppressant, we'll still be criminals.

Now I can't tell how this journey will end.

"The stew tastes good today."

Instead of complicated thoughts, I just made a frivolous comment.

There was no point in lamenting to my companions and bringing down the mood, so I had to act as if everything was fine.

And then.

"Tasty, right? I added a bit of poisonous herb."

"...Pardon?"

Asha also made such a casual remark.

Although only I responded, everyone's spoons stopped at once.

"It's a poisonous herb my master taught me about, and it adds a nice umami flavor. We can't get supplies, so we need to save our seasonings."

"Just what kind of assassin did they send us...?"

"You won't die. Just eat it. Your tongue might go numb after you finish, but it's fine."

"..."

So that's why she insisted on cooking—that thing she carefully added was a poisonous herb she had hidden.

She should have learned various magic from the Archmage, but it seems she only learned a little magic and mostly strange, mischievous tricks.

None of us knew what to say and just gaped, while Asha looked around at us and then ate two more bowls of stew.

Everyone's speech was quite slurred throughout the night.



And so.

Even though we had come to the ravine, there wasn't much we could do.

"It seems like adventurers are starting to gather."

"...I suppose it's inevitable as the day of the meteor shower approaches."

We had to keep hiding in the forest.

Our faces were already famous on wanted posters, and any high-ranking adventurer who frequented the adventurers' guild would recognize us.

Therefore.

Asha continued to observe the area around the ravine with magic and engraved a teleportation magic circle right next to our campsite.

Of course, the others weren't just resting and playing either.

Horn took something out of the carriage and spread it widely around the perimeter of the campsite, burying it in the ground.

"Horn, what's that?"

"Landmines."

"...What? We can't kill people..."

"Of course they're not lethal. For high-ranking adventurers, they'll just cause enough shock to knock them unconscious."

While I was training in sword fighting in the valley, Horn had been hammering away in the forge the whole time.

When I occasionally visited and asked, he said he was trying to revive forgotten skills—I never thought that meant he was making landmines.

Because of this, I just stared at Horn blankly, and he grumbled an explanation.

"..."

"Look, I never intended to make things like this. But given our situation, I figured we needed something like this to escape pursuit."

He held out a small, crudely made piece of metal.

"Who said anything? So if someone steps on that, it explodes? Why does it look like something that would be lying around on the street?"

"When stepped on, the metal pieces collide and create a shockwave that temporarily disorients. And it's supposed to look like something on the street so people step on it without suspicion, you idiot."

Horn said this and threw it at me.

Reflexively, I drew my sword to deflect it, but as soon as the metal touched my blade, it made a high-pitched sound and released a shockwave.

My eardrums hurt and my vision blurred.

"No, this is such a..."

"Bastard."

I naturally fell to my knees, and in that moment, Horn slapped my cheek with a loud smack and ran away.

He's a crazy old man.



Anyway.

In short, my companions each made preparations as best they could.

Eileen and the twins lined up their newly magic-engraved staffs from the valley and grinned.

Similarly, Avery took out various potions and enthusiastically explained their effects to me.

"Th-this is a p-poison mist potion that makes it hard to breathe, haha..."

"Then what's this?"

"Ah, that makes people sexually aroused toward the same sex, rendering them unable to fight..."

"Rejected."

"But it would be q-quite effective."

No matter how effective it might be, I don't want to see men going wild with lust.

Of course, there were many other useful potions.

I was most impressed by the adrenaline potion that temporarily helps you not feel pain or limitations.

"Except for the success rate."

"You crazy bastard."

But Avery was consistently obsessed with probabilities.

Ch.199 - Episode 10. The Starflow Gorge (3)
Episode 10. The Gorge Where Stars Flow

Meteor showers fall.

They scatter brilliantly, filling the entire sky.

"Wow...."

"It's quite a spectacle."

The streams of light in the night sky shine brightly white as they fall from high above with soft thuds toward the gorge.

It's a marvelous sight.

The countless starlight that had so completely covered the sky falls toward the gorge all at once, as if with a will of its own.

When they touch the long stream of water in the gorge, there's no great explosion or thunderous sound.

What was once a meteor simply melts into the water with a gentle hiss, emitting light.

And so.

After gazing at the night scene full of light clusters for quite some time, I rose from my seat.

"Then shall we get to our task now?"

"Right. We didn't come here just to gawk at meteors. Get going, youngster."

"Yes, keep a good watch around you while you wait. Don't forget to shoot magic into the sky if things get dangerous."

Of course, we're not all going to the gorge together.

Even though everyone had briefly expressed amazement while watching the meteor shower, we didn't come here to play around—we needed to act efficiently.

"Let's go then."

"Yeah, Avery, don't do anything weird and just follow along."

"Haha... y-yes, I understand."

I divided the personnel according to our predetermined arrangement.

Horn, the twins, and Eileen would wait by the carriage and handle defense, while Asha, Avery, and I would safely collect the starlight in bottles and return.

Avery's decision to accompany us was entirely his own will.

He said he wanted to collect the ingredients for the medicine he would make with his own hands.

Yet I don't understand why he asked me to get the sun pepper for him at Krepen Snow Mountain.

Was it because he thought he'd die if he went there himself, but not here?

Hmm.

Thinking about it again, he's definitely a bastard.

Anyway.

On the fourth night, the meteor shower began to fall.

I was worried about what we'd do if it took another day or two, but fortunately, it was falling according to its regular cycle.

However, I quietly observed the people gathered near the gorge rather than the meteor shower.

Each one was a high-ranking adventurer.

Of course, there were also low and mid-ranking adventurers who had entered with high-ranking adventurer identification cards, and even ordinary people mixed in, but that was the general situation.

"...I'm not sure if we'll be able to safely collect this in bottles and return."

"Couldn't I just put them all to sleep?"

Using Asha's magic to put everyone to sleep was certainly a good idea.

If only there weren't rules to follow at the gorge.

"Seeing how the guidelines specifically state not to use powerful magic in front of the gorge, I think that kind of large-scale magic shouldn't be used."

In other words, there was a notice prohibiting the use of magic near the gorge while it contained starlight from the falling meteor shower.

According to what I read, magic could resonate dangerously with the starlight that had fallen into the gorge.

They say meteor showers are just debris left by small celestial bodies, but here, even meteor showers were not ordinary.

"Then strong magic won't be coming our way either, so we should be able to block it with a moderate barrier."

"Hmm, that should be fine, right?"

"Probably?"

It makes me uneasy when you say "probably" instead of giving a definite answer.

And so we left the forest and headed toward the gorge.

The meteor shower is still falling.

It will probably continue to fall until the end of tonight.

- Wow... is this sight even possible?

- Does it make sense that you need to be a high-ranking adventurer to see this?

I can hear the murmurs of people watching it.

Fortunately, the people gathered near the gorge are all so entranced by the sight of the falling meteor shower that they're not paying attention to us.

Since it's dark at night, we might be able to approach the gorge without being noticed by anyone.

- Hmm, but it's just watching meteor showers and the gorge, so why do you need a high-ranking adventurer ID to enter?

- Well... you'll find out soon enough. If you want to approach the gorge, you should at least be able to protect yourself.

Asha is wearing all her necklace, robe, bracelets, and anklets for the first time in a while.

Avery has also taken off his white coat and is wearing an ordinary robe, and I've covered my face with a robe as well.

This appearance might seem more suspicious, but we've become too notorious to show our faces openly.

We made our way through the crowd like that.

Some looked at us suspiciously as we approached the gorge with our robes on.

But since no one stopped us, the three of us finally reached the edge of the gorge.

I surveyed the surroundings.

Thanks to the warning signs about potential danger, there weren't many people observing from this close to the gorge—only about 10 people were around us.

So.

Avery quietly took out a reagent bottle from his pocket, and I placed my hand on my sword hilt.

"Avery."

"Yes."

"When you're ready, put it directly into the reagent bottle."

"Ah, understood."

He nodded slightly, then quickly glanced around before taking another step toward the gorge and bending down.

Naturally, the voice of an adventurer who sensed something was wrong rang out.

"Hey! What dangerous thing are you doing?"

"I was going to leave you alone, but it's not right to act suspiciously with robes covering you like that."

Some approached us, trying to stop Avery's actions.

In truth, their words and actions were correct.

After all, we were breaking the established rules that said not to do this.

However, we needed this.

We needed to save the little child in the valley.

We had the goal of helping Asha live a normal life.

So I nodded to Avery, and he put the reagent bottle into the gorge to collect the starlight.

"Hey! I said stop!"

The starlight shines brilliantly in the reagent bottle.

That which had been shining brilliantly from the sky spread and rippled even while contained in the bottle.

"Phew... I-I've collected it."

"Then the next bottle too...? Wait, Avery."

It was as if.

"Yes? W-why?"

"Throw the bottle."

As if not wanting to be contained in a small bottle, the starlight rippled and spread with a humming sound and vibration.

It emitted intense light even from within the reagent bottle.

"Uh, um...."

"You idiot, throw it quickly!"

I watched the scene and hurriedly snatched the reagent bottle, throwing it toward the gorge.

KWAAANG-

The reagent bottle made that sound as it exploded like a bomb in the sky.

"..."

"...Hah."

The starlight that exploded in mid-air was beautiful like fireworks, but that wasn't the important thing.

The adventurers around us drew their swords and staffs toward us.

The impact of the explosion reached other starlight flowing through the gorge.

Moreover, the wind that blew from the explosion removed the robes covering our faces.

Not everyone, but some definitely recognized our faces.

Anyway.

When things go wrong, they go terribly wrong.

And so.

Our plan to quickly collect starlight in reagent bottles and escape through a teleportation magic circle failed from the start.

Behind us are the swords and staffs of adventurers, and in front of us is the unstable flow caused by the explosion of starlight.

"What should we do, Ain?"

"..."

I never thought it would explode as soon as we put it in the reagent bottle.

I had entrusted it to Avery because I heard it resonates with mana, but it was a dangerous act even without the influence of mana.

With that thought, I clicked my tongue and took out a small golem I carried with me.

And immediately asked.

It might be a bit wasteful to use the question opportunity that comes only once every 90 days, but in such an urgent situation, this was better than pondering and revising with my own head.

"I have a question. I want to know how to safely collect the flowing starlight of Fluere Gorge in a bottle."

- I recommend that you speak more specifically and clearly. Or should I provide the truth and facts as is?

"...When we collected it in a regular reagent bottle, the starlight rippled and spread, then vibrated and caused a massive explosion. We can't get special materials right now, but we have some metal pieces and one excellent magician."

The small golem from the Ghost Hotel, Veritas.

No use saving it for later.

With that thought, I continued to use it every 90 days even while in the valley.

Like how someone without mana could acquire it, or the proper use of equipment containing mana.

And the reagents that Avery created using the golem were probably what was newly shown this time.

- Thank you. Please wait a moment while I organize the information.

As usual, the small golem made grinding noises and moved its body slightly after my additional explanation.

However, this golem doesn't immediately provide answers to questions.

So I sighed deeply and drew my sword with a swish.

"Asha."

"Yes, Ain."

"Absolutely no attacks. Defensive magic circles are high-level magic, so that's impossible too."

"Then what should I do?"

I had a feeling that it would be better not to use magic as much as possible since the starlight in the gorge had become unstable.

"Please protect Avery with basic defensive magic, and cast healing magic and physical enhancement magic on me."

"Yes, I'll do that."

So Asha's actions are limited, and it's my role to fill in the gaps.

With that thought, I took Avery's reagent and stepped forward.
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The meteor shower continues to pour down from the sky, and the stream in the ravine glows more brilliantly by the moment.

Perhaps the small golem will tell us how to capture starlight in bottles, and the meteor shower will continue falling endlessly until we manage to do so.

Maybe that's fortunate, in a way.

Thanks to that, there haven't been any magical attacks aimed at us yet.

"..."

"..."

Silence passes between us.

There are people closing in from the front and sides, with the ravine at our backs.

The mages with raised staffs hesitate to cast their spells, conflicted, but the swordsmen with drawn blades steadily narrow the distance.

From advanced adventurers upward, each one is a swordsman who knows how to handle mana.

I suppose I was the strange one to begin with, becoming an intermediate adventurer without any mana.

Anyway.

More than several dozen swordsmen have surrounded us.

They move as if trying to eliminate any possible escape route. They've already coated their swords with mana and pointed them at us.

So I let out a deep sigh before speaking.

"I just want to quietly collect the starlight in bottles. Can't you pretend you didn't see us?"

"Heh, with a bounty of 100 million dera, who would give that up? Even if we split it among all the adventurers here, it's enough money to live comfortably for years."

Of course, they wouldn't listen to me.

To these adventurers, we're like golden goblins that rolled right into their laps.

But 100 million dera... my price has gone up quite a bit.

I thought it was already high when I was first put on the wanted list with a bounty of 10 million dera.

We haven't killed anyone, yet the bounty became 100 million dera just because we're fugitives associated with the Ashen Witch. I never expected that.

I'll curse those Papal State bastards for the rest of my life.

And so.

The swordsmen ignored my unwelcome words and began to charge.

"Looks profitable, Ain."

"Yeah. Catching us would be life-changing for them."

I'm not nervous anymore.

Facing multiple opponents is familiar to me now.

Some might think we're at a disadvantage against advanced adventurers, but the ones I crossed swords with in the valley were elite knights and court mages of the kingdom.

The men I fought with swords for a year were all called ruthless criminals somewhere, regardless of their individual circumstances.

So I don't feel afraid of merely several dozen advanced adventurers attacking from all directions.

Thinking this, I raised my sword.

The starlight in the ravine is still flickering unstably, so I maintain just enough mana output in my sword to withstand the aura of the opposing swordsmen.

Asha creates a barrier just large enough to protect herself and Avery, and quietly casts a physical enhancement spell on me.

That's also a spell Selina taught her.

She left after teaching Asha that spell, saying she felt a bit sorry for me always returning with broken and injured body parts.

"Hup...!"

Clang-

Thanks to that, even if I push myself a bit, my joints won't immediately snap.

I parry the sword of the first attacker who charges at me, pushing him far away, then stab my sword into the ground and infuse it with mana.

With a booming sound, the ground around me cracks like an earthquake, disrupting their advance.

"What the...!"

I rush toward those who are staggering.

Of course, I can't kill them.

I strike their temples lightly, just enough to knock them unconscious.

With a thud and a final cry of pain, those who seemed to be advanced adventurers fall first.

"The problem these days is that people become advanced adventurers just because they have mana, even if their skills are shit."

Meanwhile, I was repeatedly rejected from becoming even an intermediate adventurer because I had no mana.

And then.

Those offended by my words rushed at me all at once.

About five swordsmen surrounded me, thrusting their swords. Their blades flew toward vital spots without hesitation.

So I blocked and deflected those swords with somewhat acrobatic movements.

Clang-

Clash-

I naturally parried two swords with my own blade, and blocked the one from behind with my scabbard, just like when I fought the elf ninjas.

There was a cracking sound as the sword embedded itself in my scabbard.

"What the... What is this guy?!"

I kicked one with my raised boot, and for another, I just raised the mana in my armor and took the hit with my body.

The armor made a ringing sound but appeared intact, though of course, the ribs underneath were broken.

"This crazy bastard...!"

"Thanks for the compliment."

Naturally, I don't frown. Even this pain has become familiar now.

If I had the luxury of hesitating from such pain, I'd be better off looking for openings created when they thrust their swords at me.

I immediately let go of my sword and struck the solar plexus of the men in front of me with my gauntlet.

Their armor crumpled with a loud crash, and they flew backward with painful screams, colliding with other adventurers.

Of course, my elbow creaked and bent awkwardly from the continuous movements that would be a bit much for a normal body.

Still, even the so-called advanced adventurers were starting to look at me with expressions of disgust.

They probably underestimated me because I'm just an intermediate adventurer, not the Ashen Witch, but now they seemed to be getting scared as they were all getting beaten.

Looking at their faces, I continued my attack.

With my scabbard, boots, and gauntlets.

And with the flat of my blade and the sword handle, I beat down the ones nearby first.

I drank Avery's potion to suppress the oncoming pain.

"A-Ain, how's the e-effect?"

"It's fantastic. Looking at you again, you're a real doctor, you bastard."

The pain in my elbows, ankles, knees, and ribs disappeared with one bottle of Avery's potion.

"Haha... I'm glad. There was a 20% chance of a double pain event..."

"You crazy bastard. I'll deal with you later, you quack."

I succeeded in the probability game this time, but he's a lunatic who tells me about side effects after the fact, so I'll have to teach him a lesson later.

Anyway.

As I clicked my tongue, magic attacks started flying in from various directions.

It seems they calculated that they couldn't capture us without the help of mages.

I looked at the incoming magic, infused mana into my boots, and stomped the ground hard.

Thud-

Crack-

The soil and rocks that had cracked earlier bounced up from the impact and collided with the incoming magic.

It was actually something I'd wanted to try for a while.

Of course, it wouldn't be effective against strong magical attacks, but it was enough here.

And then.

With just those few magic attacks, the unstable starlight began to explode.

There was a huge explosion sound from behind us.

The beautiful light clusters in the ravine seemed to respond to the mana, trembling before causing a massive explosion.

Naturally, the mana chunks and debris from the explosion shot toward us who were near the ravine.

"B-barrier!"

"Ah, shit... This is why I said not to use magic if possible!"

They naturally used barrier magic to block the flying mana debris.

As if they'd forgotten that such actions would further stimulate the starlight in the ravine.

BOOM-

BOOM-

Chain explosions.

"...this is quite serious."

"What should we do, Ain?"

The already unstable starlight resonated with the mana from the mages' spells, causing even bigger explosions.

"Hmm... let's wait for the golem's answer for now."

"But it's taking too long to respond."

Resonance is a nice way of putting it.

This is essentially absorbing the mana of magic users and causing massive explosions.

So I suspect the reason it becomes an ingredient for the Ashen Witch suppressant is because of its mana-absorbing property.

So looking at the scene, I said to Asha:

"Then it might be broken, so could you hit its head?"

"Yes, hitting broken things to fix them is indeed the answer..."

At my words, Asha immediately raised her fist, and just as she was about to bring it down, the golem's voice was heard.

- Information processing complete. I will now provide the truth and facts about safely capturing the flowing starlight of the Fluere Ravine in bottles.

"..."

"Too bad, it's fixed."

This guy, just like when we asked about the Ashen Witch suppressant, has an uncanny knack for avoiding getting hit.

Maybe it's not even a golem.

Asha lowered her fist with disappointment, and the golem continued its explanation.

- First, within the constraints you described, there are three methods.

"Explain them right away."

- The reasonable options are: making a container from adamantium ore that can only be mined in the Dwarves' Mine to hold the starlight, or engraving defensive magic and mana circulation magic onto ordinary potion bottles strong enough to withstand the starlight's explosion.

"What's the third one?"

- If you don't have a container that can be engraved with magic right now, you could contain the starlight with a powerful barrier spell itself, but I don't recommend it.

Rejected.

We naturally chose the magic engraving option.

Avery took out a slightly larger potion bottle, and Asha immediately prepared for the magic engraving.

"Then I'll go with engraving magic on the potion bottle."

- Please engrave defensive magic assuming the explosive power of the starlight is similar to a high-level spell like Meteor, at the level of an archmage.

"You little shit."

How are we supposed to engrave that level of magic onto a glass potion bottle?

- Inappropriate language toward the golem detected. I will conclude my answer of truth and facts to your question. The next question will be available 90 days from now.

No.

"I'm sorry. I was wrong. I'll use nice words. I'll beg sincerely. Please just tell me the engraving method."

- ...The ancient magic circle structure to be used for engraving high-level magic is as follows.

What kind of golem refuses to answer because it heard a curse?

I sighed deeply at that thought, and as the explanation of the magic circle structure continued, Asha immediately began the magic engraving.

And finally, when the golem's explanation ended.

"Now get lost."

- ....

I cursed again.

"What."

- Inappropriate language toward the golem detected. I will conclude my answer of truth and facts to your question. The next question will be available 90 days from now.

"Fine, see you in 90 days."

- Understood, you little shit.

"...?"

What.
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Anyway.

Whether I took a hit from that crazy golem or not, the most important issue was resolved.

"It seems to take a bit of time since ancient magic needs to be incorporated."

"It's okay. I can hold out."

Having been stuck in the valley all this time, I hadn't been able to gauge my own abilities, but after crossing swords with these advanced adventurers, I got a rough sense of where I stood.

I had the intuition that I could go back to Krepen and defeat Lord Joseph if we fought again.

I would definitely win against Bex too, who first taught me swordsmanship at the fencing hall.

So.

"I'm sorry. I don't have time to use healing magic on you."

"It's fine. Don't worry. I'll take care of it myself."

I smiled at Asha, who kept glancing at me apologetically.

No matter how ashen she might be, I wouldn't ask her to cast three spells simultaneously—that would be insane.

It's fine.

Crack—

The strain on my body can be endured with Avery's potions.

I've experienced bones breaking and flesh tearing as if it were routine, so I can bear it.

Clang—

Creak—

"You piece of...! With injuries like that, just die already!"

"Tch, you think I'd die from something like this?"

My mouth was already full of blood, but even that was a weapon I could use.

"Ugh, my eyes...! Argh!!"

"Hah!"

Since I was the type to throw dirt to obstruct vision, spitting blood at a swordsman who came close enough to cross blades was also an effective method.

I continued to face the swordsmen who began charging at me again.

A cracking sound came from my scabbard.

Having blocked two enemy swords, my own blade made an unpleasant cracking sound.

Naturally, my joints were creaking.

But I didn't care.

"This crazy monster bastard...!"

"Thanks. I never thought I'd be called a monster."

I kept parrying their swords and cutting down any magic that came flying at me, even if it was just a little.

"Argh...! This fucking... you said you were a mid-rank adventurer with no mana...!"

"Hah, do you think I defeated a paladin with my dick?"

While they were trying their hardest to kill me, I was carefully controlling my strength to knock them down one by one without killing them.

I was breathless.

My arms and legs had already started trembling.

Asha was maintaining the barrier spell while engraving magic into the potion bottles, so she had no capacity to help.

Avery was throwing explosive potions and poison mist potions around, but he couldn't throw them in my direction.

"Just die already...!!"

"..."

Clang—

Clash—

Fear had settled in the eyes of those who had been charging at me like madmen.

Some of them flinched when our eyes met and stepped back from their once confident stride.

"Die! Just die already!!"

"..."

Crack—

Crunch—

It made sense.

In truth, I already had sword wounds all over my body.

There was even a penetrating wound on my side where the armor failed to protect me.

Visibly, I was already covered in blood.

Yet I was still calmly parrying incoming swords and magic as if nothing was wrong, so I must have looked like a crazy monster to them.

After all, I hadn't made a single groan despite being stabbed repeatedly.

"Urgh...! Damn it, why won't you just die?!"

"Sorry, but if I die, all of you will have to die too."

I said that while taking my stance.

Since I had no intention of killing them, I only rotated a portion of the remaining mana in my sword like crazy.

While watching the swordsmen and magic rushing at me without missing an opening, I pulled my sword all the way back behind my body.

"Hah...!"

Then I infused mana from my gauntlet and armor and swung my sword forward with all my might.

CRASH—

The sword made a thunderous sound.

Spinning wildly as it flew, it sent all the charging swordsmen flying before returning to me like a boomerang.

I caught the sword with a clap and thrust it into the dirt.

With that one maneuver, the tendons in my wrist and elbow joint were completely crushed.

Now the mana embedded in my equipment had fallen below 30%, no longer properly supporting my body.

However.

I scanned my surroundings with indifferent eyes, as if nothing was wrong.

"..."

"..."

Silence passed between us.

They looked at me with eyes full of shock and fear.

So I quietly spoke.

"Just the starlight... I'll just collect the starlight in bottles and quietly disappear. So please look the other way just this once."

"..."

They hesitated.

Even though Asha hadn't even joined the fight, the fact that they couldn't break through me alone had already crushed their fighting spirit.

Meteor showers continued to fall from the sky, and the starlight that had seeped into the ravine kept exploding as it resonated with magic.

The magical engraving on the potion bottles was almost complete.

Asha slightly raised her head to look at me, and I spoke again.

"You can see I didn't kill a single person despite how much you all charged at me. Let's end this here."

"..."

Even if they wanted to continue fighting, I felt like I could fight more.

Despite my body already exceeding the limits of the adrenaline potion and throbbing with pain, strangely, my field of vision had widened.

Although the pain was also felt more clearly, all my senses seemed heightened.

It was a strange feeling I had never experienced in practice matches.

Perhaps it was similar to a runner's high.

And.

As we continued to face each other in silence, I heard Asha's voice.

"Ain, the magic engraving is done."

"...How many bottles?"

"Four bottles."

Asha pointed to the four potion bottles with completed magic engravings.

From the beginning, we had planned to take several bottles in case one wouldn't be enough.

"Good. Let's fill them and leave."

"Yes."

Asha nodded and carefully began collecting the starlight from the ravine into the potion bottles.

I called out to someone who was standing still.

"Avery."

"Yes?"

"If you fail, I'll really kill you."

I had absolutely no intention of repeating this ordeal, so I hoped the ash suppressor would be made successfully on the first try.

"Haha... I-I'll try my best."

"Not try. Succeed."

If he failed and we had to come back here again, I felt like I might beat Avery up.

"...I will succeed."

"Good."

Avery must have read the sincerity in my eyes, as he nodded firmly, uncharacteristically resolute.

And so.

While I kept my sword planted in the ground facing off against the adventurers, Asha filled four potion bottles with starlight.

"I've collected everything."

"Good job, Asha."

"You're the one who did the hard work, Ain. Now come over here quickly."

She naturally cast healing magic on me, and my battered body began to heal bit by bit.

The adventurers watched us with strange, curious expressions.

It was indeed an unusual and bizarre sight to see an ash-colored witch behaving normally.

"What? Curious?"

"...Yeah."

I pulled my sword from the dirt and sheathed it along with the scabbard I had dropped on the ground.

"To be honest, I find it curious too, so keep being curious. We're leaving now."

"Crazy bastard..."

"Yeah. Thanks for the compliment."

I held no ill feelings toward them.

While I couldn't stand the sight of those Papal State bastards, these guys were at least reasonable to talk to.

I just considered it as each of us doing our own jobs.

With that thought, I started walking.

With the magic and aura completely cut off, the starlight in the ravine began to flow stably again.

The adventurers hesitated awkwardly, but seeming to realize they couldn't stop us, they all sighed and sat down.

The ravine where meteor showers fell became a peaceful and beautiful scene once more.

And.

"Ain, I think the Papal State pursuit team is nearby. It's getting a little hard to breathe."

"Alright, let's hurry."

As Asha's expression wrinkled—she always acted as our holy detector—we hurriedly headed toward the forest where our carriage was waiting.

When we returned to the forest, Horn and the children greeted us, poking their heads out.

"Hey, you damn kid. I only heard explosions and you didn't come back, so I thought you died... Hmm. What's with that nearly-dead appearance?"

"What do you think? I almost died."

Horn started to speak with annoyance but tilted his head at my blood-covered state.

"You said you could handle up to three paladins, but you got beaten up by adventurers?"

"No, damn it..."

Then he naturally scratched at my insides.

"Anyway, if you got what you came for, let's leave quickly. The ravine entrance has gotten a bit crowded. Those pale bastards have arrived."

"Yes, let's prepare to depart immediately."

The children and Avery immediately climbed into the carriage at my words.

Horn and I carefully retrieved the mines we had planted around the area, and Asha prepared to activate the teleportation magic circle.

"Ain, our next destination is the Dragon's Lair in order, right?"

"Yes, please."

As she said, our next destination is the dragons' nest.

It's the only place where we can obtain dragon skin.

Suddenly, rustling sounds began around us.

"Over here!"

"There's a carriage inside the forest!!"

The loud voices of the paladins could be heard.

So.

"...It's only been 5 days, isn't it a bit much to chase us down so quickly?"

"What can we do? They're fanatics."

I sighed deeply as I muttered, while Asha glanced at them indifferently and raised her mana.

Ash powder began to flutter gently.

Whenever she cast the highest-level magic, Mass Teleport, ash powder would flutter beautifully.

"I'm ready. Be careful not to let any clothing or limbs stick out beyond the range."

"Alright. Let's go."

It was a bit close, but.

Once again, we teleported while watching the paladins shouting right in front of us.

In the now empty space, instead of a kind smile, there lay pieces of the World Tree's bark and four bottles of starlight.

And.

"You've arrived."

"It's been a while since the Empire's departure ceremony."

There were people waiting for us at our teleportation destination.

A man with a massive greatsword on his back as large as his enormous frame spoke indifferently.

And there was a woman wearing rather modest priest's robes, holding a rosary and wearing a benevolent smile.
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A barren land.

The Saint gazes at the sacred artifact as dusty winds blow across the wasteland.

"First the Forest of Elves, and now the Starflow Ravine..."

She mutters this while observing the dull, ashen colors reflected in the sacred artifact.

As if pondering something deeply, she taps the artifact with her finger and slightly furrows her brow.

"So we should go there too?"

"No. By the time we arrive, they will have already moved elsewhere, so going there now would be meaningless."

At the Hero's words, the Saint shakes her head.

The idea of chasing after them was nonsensical from the start.

Yet there aren't any better alternatives either.

The teleportation magic circles operated by the Magic Tower have fixed coordinates for permanent installation, so even if they paid a hefty sum to use them, they couldn't go directly to the Starflow Ravine.

Even if they could find archmages capable of teleportation magic, it would take at least a week to prepare for travel to a desired location.

"Hmm, teleportation magic. Has the Ashen Witch already reached archmage level?"

"Perhaps she's already beyond that. Considering how the Papal State's fanatics keep losing her trail."

"I see."

So as the Saint suggested, perhaps the once small and frail Ashen Witch has already surpassed the level of archmage.

Therefore.

The Saint continues to contemplate, furrowing her brow deeply as she speaks.

"...And I'm sorry, but could you please keep that unnecessarily large body of yours still?"

"Hmph, you still don't understand. Stop exercising and muscle loss follows."

"Ah, what am I supposed to do with you? It's distracting, so please..."

She grimaces at the sight of the Hero repeatedly lifting crude dumbbells made of stone and doing burpees with sandbags made from his torn imperial robe wrapped around his body.

"You, with your large mass of fat, wouldn't understand this basic principle. I'll have to make allowances for your ignorance."

"..."

Infuriated by his refusal to back down, she enhances her kick with holy power and strikes his shin.

"Why are you looking at me like... Ow, that hurts, Rua."

"If you keep this up, don't expect any soup tonight."

She glares at him with half-lidded eyes and whispers quietly so only the Hero can hear.

"That would definitely cause muscle loss. I'll listen quietly."

"Sigh... how did I end up with someone like this..."

Only after such a warning does the Hero finally stop exercising and sit down obediently, causing her to sigh deeply.

And the conversation that had been interrupted naturally resumed.

"Anyway, the reason for visiting such places would typically be to obtain precious materials only available there. There were reports that she took bark fragments from the World Tree in the forest."

"Then do you have any idea where she'll go next?"

"Yes. By my estimation, it's likely to be the Dragon's Lair."

The Saint spoke with a half-certain voice, as if she had finished organizing her thoughts.

She had grounds for this.

"Your reasoning?"

"I looked it up. In the forbidden book list in the temple's basement, things related to the Ashen Witch."

Her certainty and evidence began with actions the original Saint would never have taken.

"That alone wouldn't give you such confidence."

"Holy World Tree bark fragments, vials containing starlight, and the shed skin of a dragon over 500 years old. Those are the rare materials needed for the Ashen Witch's suppression agent. The situation fits perfectly right now."

Taking interest in the Ashen Witch would have been considered blasphemous for her, so these were clearly materials that someone of her station as Saint would never have touched.

However.

Influence flows and seeps into everyone.

That alleyway from over ten years ago.

The actions of a certain boy there had raised the corners of the Hero's lips, and surely reached the woman who always stood by his side.

Though she would occasionally grumble, she ultimately admired his words and actions. That's how people come to be influenced by others.

"I see. The Dragon's Lair... coincidentally right next door. Let's depart."

"Yes. I'll prepare."

The true protagonists of this story set out toward what might be the miserable and sad ending of someone.

Whether things will turn out for the better remains unknown.

But the story has definitely changed.

********

There is a Hero.

And there is a Saint.

It doesn't end there—the Papal State's paladins and priests, more than five paladins, surrounded the carriage.

"...Asha."

"It's impossible. I can't teleport directly without drawing magic circles and infusing mana. That's beyond my current abilities."

It seems the plan to escape by teleporting again is impossible from the start.

The future Asha could do it with just a snap of her fingers, so I wondered if the current Asha might be capable too.

Even now, Asha could rightfully be considered an archmage, but I can't even begin to imagine what level the future version of her has reached.

"Sigh..."

"What should we do, Ain?"

So.

This is exactly the situation Selina mentioned.

She said that in the past, mass teleportation would leave massive mana traces and residual images, making it possible to predict and wait at the destination location.

She said modern mages had become too complacent for this to happen nowadays, but here it is, unfolding right before our eyes.

Surrounded by the Papal State's pursuit team, Asha is already sweating nervously.

Last night, we already experienced the compatibility between holy power and ashen magic.

With even more forces surrounding us now, Asha is barely holding herself together with deep breaths.

So.

I bit my lip and spoke to my companions.

"Nobody leave the carriage."

"...What? What are you planning to do, kid..."

All my companions have gone pale.

"There was one thing I said that wasn't quite right. I said I could handle up to three paladins, but after fighting in the ravine, I think I can manage up to five paladins."

"You call that a plan...!"

I smiled casually as I stretched my body.

"Use your staff completely if necessary to maintain multiple layers of barrier magic, and throw potions or mines if they approach."

"..."

"Well... I just need to take down about five paladins and clear a path, right? No big deal."

My hands were trembling, so I naturally gripped my sword handle and got out of the carriage before my companions could say anything.

Hostile gazes pour down on me from all directions.

I take a deep breath.

"Hoo... inhale. Exhale..."

Complete silence surrounds me, with only the sound of my footsteps—thud, thud—echoing softly as I walk forward.

My physical condition isn't good.

Even though I've received treatment for the sword wounds all over my body, the accumulated fatigue hasn't disappeared.

The mana embedded in my equipment is less than 30% charged since there wasn't proper time to recharge it.

Nevertheless.

I face the Hero.

Just like when I stood in front of Asha in that alleyway when we were children.

I grip my sword tightly and point it at the Hero.

I'm not crying.

"Do you know what you're trying to protect?"

He says the same words as back then.

I do know.

I understand it even more clearly than when I was young.

So I answer.

"The people precious to me. That's why I will protect them."

Unlike back then when I could only tremble and cry, I answer with certainty.

I grit my teeth audibly to stop my hands from shaking with fear and steel my resolve.

The Hero smiles.

"Ha, you're still a man."

"..."

Again, he says the same words as back then.

But this time, he does something different.

He grabs the handle of the greatsword on his back and lifts it.

He swings the sword once as if warming up, causing the wind to whoosh around him.

"So I'll verify. I'll judge whether you still deserve to protect what's precious to you."

"..."

They are precious.

Perhaps now more precious than my own life.

How many things could be more precious than those pale-faced people sitting in the carriage?

While I'm thinking this, the Hero takes a step forward with his greatsword.

It's like facing an enormous monster.

The aura flowing from him is on a completely different level than before.

Just standing before him makes my legs tremble.

But I grip my sword.

Unlike that alleyway scene from my childhood, I stand my ground, blocking the path between the Hero and the carriage as he approaches me.

He grins and kicks off the ground, and the soil beneath the Hero's foot caves in with a boom as if an explosion had occurred.

And then.

The Hero suddenly appears before my eyes and swings his greatsword.

Krrrrk—

The sound coming from pure strength, without using mana or holy power, was bizarre.
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1500kg total Hero and MILF Saintess.

Even thinking about it again, it's still a fucking terrible title, but it was clearly the identity of the novel.

It was a direct statement proving pure power that was human yet inhuman.


So.

Krrrrk-

If I try to block it, I'll die.

That was my first thought as I stared at the greatsword approaching my face.

Despite not containing any mana or divine power, I was certain that if I tried to block this strike, I'd be crushed.

Therefore.

"Keuup...!?"

I tried to deflect the greatsword by receiving it at an angle with the flat of my blade, but I watched as my sword's surface scraped against the greatsword with a krrk- sound as my mana was shaved away.

My mana was being stripped away by a greatsword filled with nothing but pure strength.

Even though I had thinly coated my sword with mana, the greatsword crudely pierced through it, directly scraping against the flat of my blade as it passed.

Finally, it smashed into the ground with a splat- turning the dirt floor into complete chaos as if an earthquake had struck.

"..."

Standing a step away from him, I looked at my sword and saw that the surface that had made contact with the greatsword was covered in scratches.

The scratches were slowly recovering, but if I couldn't properly deflect his attacks, my sword would break first.

Because of this, I was catching my breath for a moment, and the Hero slowly raised his greatsword and spoke.

"If you said you would protect, don't dodge."

"..., You might as well hold a funeral for me."

It was just one swing, but I was certain.

Few people besides some of the strongest warriors could safely receive that greatsword.

Even the paladins surrounding us, including the five elite paladins, would be split in half and die if they tried to block it head-on.

However, unlike before, the Hero now took a stance toward me with an indifferent expression.

"If you can't even handle this, you might as well die."

"...!"

He's a monster worthy of the title Hero.

Despite his seemingly sluggish appearance with his huge build and large greatsword, he dives toward me in an instant.

At close range, neither a longsword nor a greatsword should be able to swing properly.

Before power can be applied to the blade, it would make contact with the target, preventing a proper strike.

Yet the Hero ignored such basic principles and swung his greatsword at me.

He brings it down.

After eliminating any space for me to escape or deflect, he draws his sword in a straight line toward my head.

Krrrrk-

I can't understand why such a bizarre roaring sound comes from just swinging a sword.

But one thing is certain: if I don't block this, I'll die.

With that thought, I pour all my remaining mana into my sword.

I need to abandon any thought of conserving it.

Since I might really die in an instant, I exhausted all my sword's mana in just our second exchange.

And the swords collide.

KWAAANG-

A massive explosion sound rings out.

"Keuuup...!"

Blood bursts from my mouth, my knee joints twist and dislocate.

The dirt floor I was standing on caves in deeply with a splat- sound.

My wrist is broken. Of course, my ankle is crushed too.

Several ribs seem to be broken as well.

Only 10% of my gauntlet's mana remains, and the mana embedded in my armor and boots has been completely depleted along with my sword.

Ridiculously, I'm covered in blood just from properly blocking once.

My vision has turned red.

A piiiii- ringing sound fills my ears.

"See? You can block it without dying."

"..., Kuluk. Keuup..., hu...."

The Hero seemed to curl up the corners of his mouth seeing my miserable state.

My spine must have been damaged too, as I could barely lift my head to properly see his expression.

My whole body is trembling.

It's not from fear or any such emotion.

It's just that the physical impact exceeded my limits, making my weak body go haywire.

So I stuck my sword in the ground to support myself and took out a vial from my chest to drink.

Adrenaline potion.

I think Avery told me to drink only one bottle per day, but without this, I wouldn't be able to stand in this miserable state.

At least as the potion mixed with blood flows down my throat, I can breathe a little easier.


And so.

As I kept spitting out the blood pooling in my mouth, I heard his voice again.

"If you're done resting, come up now. You said you would protect, so how long are you going to stay like that?"

"..., You crazy bastard."

"Before I became the Hero, everyone used to call me that. It's the first time I've heard it since becoming the Hero."

He seems well aware that he's crazy himself.

I thought this as I climbed out of the crater created by just one sword strike.

I called the Hero a crazy bastard, but there was nothing wrong with what he said.

I had to protect.

If I just lay there because it was difficult, the paladins and knights surrounding us might rush the carriage at any moment.

So despite my trembling body, I had to stand up and endure again.

I spat out blood once more and stood before the Hero.

"Hmm, out of mana?"

"Kuluk.... I never had... mana to begin with, you crazy bastard...."

Unlike me, his expression is relaxed.

Well, he's only swung his sword twice, so of course he would be relaxed.

"Now you curse without hesitation. Is that your true personality?"

"..., If I can't even curse... keuup... at a crazy bastard who came to kill me, wouldn't that be unfair...?"

"Hm, you're not wrong."

The Hero grinned at my words and raised his sword again.

Here he comes again.

I don't even have the strength to properly endure anymore, yet he's about to swing his sword at me.

"..., Ha."

And the Hero swings his sword without hesitation despite seeing my miserable state.

Krrrrk-

That sound comes from the greatsword again.

"Block it."

Whether he thinks I can block it or not, he says this and thrusts his sword from the side.

Damn bastard.

I don't even have the strength to avoid or deflect it anymore.

I can barely hold my sword and take out the dagger from my chest to cross them and endure.

KWAAANG-

Another explosion erupts from where the swords collide.

There's no mana.

The impact slams directly into my body.

"Keuuuk...! Euup, weeack...!"

Blood and unknown chunks spew from my mouth.

The sword.

The sword Asha gave me as a gift has been split in two.

Even my gauntlet has shattered to pieces, and all I'm barely holding with my ruined hand is the sword's hilt.

I'm dizzy.

With the third sword strike, my body flew far from the Hero and collapsed.

To be precise, it's right in front of the carriage, so I can vaguely see my companions' faces.

"Brother Ain..., wake...!"

"Uwaang..., Ain hyung...!"

My eyes can't focus properly.

The world is completely red.

There must be a problem with my eardrums too, as the children's voices are mixed with a piiiii- sound and I can't hear them properly.

"..."

So.

Am I going to die like this?

Maybe I shouldn't have stepped up so boldly and should have just lived while keeping Asha hidden away in the Empire.

At least then, wouldn't I have lived safely and died of old age?

I don't know.

I don't know anymore.

I just can't figure out what I should have done to get the right answer.


And.

As I lay there, the Hero approached me again and spoke.

"Stand up."

"..."

He tells me to stand up despite seeing my miserable state.

Even though he can clearly see that I'm as good as dead, he looks down at me blankly.

"Stop lying there and get up and hold your sword."

"..."

My equipment is already in tatters.

My sword and gauntlet are completely destroyed beyond repair, and my armor is crushed, pressing down on my chest.

So even if I stand up, I have no way to fight anymore.

I thought this and just remained collapsed.

"Final warning. Stand up and hold your sword."

"..."

Nevertheless, he raised his greatsword.

And.

Instead of me, who was pathetically sprawled on the dirt floor spitting blood, it was the tear-stained children who rushed at the Hero.

"Hic, sob...! You bad man...!"

"Huwaang, stop hurting our brother...!"

They jumped out of the carriage and ran to the Hero, biting his thighs.

The Hero doesn't particularly restrain the children.

He just.

"If you can't stand up, I'll kill those you wanted to protect first."

"..."

He briefly turns his gaze from me to the children, then looks back at me and quietly speaks.

Then he really turned his sword toward the children.

He was still looking at me as he began to bring down his greatsword.


Therefore.

"Keuuup..., what kind of Hero..."

I barely moved my arm and took out several vials from my chest.

"A-Ain...! You shouldn't take so many at once...!"

Such a voice came from the carriage behind, but I didn't care and poured them all into my mouth before getting up.

I grab an ordinary longsword that was hanging on the carriage.

My vision is still red.

However, I immediately rush toward the Hero.

Watching the greatsword falling toward the children, I thrust forward with the ordinary longsword.

KAGAGAK-

With just one collision, blood bursts from my mouth again.

"You could stand up after all."

"..., Hup!"

And so.

The Hero grins and swings his sword at me, and my heart pounds wildly.

It beats roughly like it's burning its last flame.

Suddenly.

A pure white barrier surrounded us.

In the distance, I could vaguely see a woman in white priestly robes.
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The Saint watches them from a distance.

She has erected a barrier.

As the Hero wanted, no one can interfere with the situation now.

"Haah..., still such a strange person. Really...."

The Saint, Rua, heaves a deep sigh and shakes her head.

When she thinks about the letters of protest and demands for the return of sacred artifacts that will arrive from the Papal State after today, she gets a headache.

And for good reason.

"Saint, what are you doing?!"

"What do you mean?"

The paladins and holy knights who had rushed in to slaughter the Ashen Witch and her companions immediately turned toward the Saint when they were blocked by the barrier.

Their eyes were already half-crazed.

Since their sole mission and destiny is to destroy evil, being unable to do anything with the enemy right in front of them provokes their anger.

They are fanatics who have devoted everything to God.

Although Rua, as the Saint, also belongs to the order, she still cannot understand their excessive hatred and rage toward evil.

That was true in the past when she was merely a nun, and it remains true now as she advances as the Saint to subjugate the Demon King.

"This isn't what we agreed upon! You clearly accepted our request to help subdue the Ashen Witch, but now this...!"

"Pardon? I don't understand what you're saying. Isn't the Hero subduing the Ashen Witch right now? That's what it looks like to me."

"How is that subjugating the disaster?! Let us intervene—remove the barrier immediately!"

So the pursuit team sent from the Papal State is shouting even at the Saint, who is of much higher status.

And there's one thing people often misunderstand.

There's a prevailing bias that Heroes and Saints are unconditionally good and virtuous.

People think the Saint is compassionate and gentle, a fragile woman filled only with divine power.

"..., haah."

"If you don't remove the barrier immediately, I'll report this to the Papal Sta—urgh...!"

Despite the reality being quite different.

The Saint drove her fist into the stomach of the paladin who had been shouting in her face, crumpling his armor.

The sound of metal cracking and twisting is enough to silence the clamoring crowd.

Silence falls.

The expressions of those who were too focused on vanquishing evil to assess the situation properly begin to harden.

Only then do they realize.

The fact that a woman advancing with the sole determination to subjugate the Demon King couldn't possibly be fragile.

The Saint looked around briefly, then quietly murmured.

"How rude."

"Kuh..., urgh.... ugh...."

The paladin collapses and coughs up blood.

The Saint, Rua, looks down at the nameless paladin who fell with just one punch from her.

"Did the Papal State instruct you to defy the Saint and Hero?"

"Kuhp..., that's not it...."

She sighs deeply at the sight of him finally showing some respect after being hit once.

"If that's not it, then keep your mouth shut and stay still. Unless you want to be cut in half by the Hero's sword."

"..., *cough*. Under...stood, Saint...."

After healing the paladin who kept coughing up blood, the Saint turned her gaze back.



The battle continues.

The Hero swings his greatsword with a raised corner of his mouth.

The young man crossing swords with him wears a desperate expression.











********











The mana is gone now.

"Hnngh...!"

Clang!

Strictly speaking, I never had any mana to begin with, so I've just returned to my original state.

My body trembles uncontrollably, and my heart pounds wildly beyond just thumping.

What I'm holding now is an ordinary straight sword without mana.

It's the sword I used for years and was familiar with until I received Asha's gift.

"What do you think you can protect with something like that?"

"..., kuhp!"

I tried to block the Hero's greatsword with my ordinary, familiar sword that contained not a single drop of mana.

Crack!

I barely managed to block it, but with each clash, the blade gets chipped like a saw.

Whether it's thanks to the potion's effect or because I've finally come face to face with death...

Even though I cough up blood with each clash of swords, my mind remains clear, constantly searching for openings in the Hero's defense.

It's strange.

"If you're going to thrust your sword, thrust it all the way."

"Hah!"

Clang! Claaang!

It's almost as if the Hero is deliberately creating openings.

Despite his massive build and greatsword making him appear slow and dull, when it comes to combat, he's a master whose skills no one can match.

Yet his openings keep appearing.

Although my thrusts toward those openings are immediately blocked, the mere existence of those gaps feels odd.

Crash!

The Hero swings his greatsword with one hand while extending his other hand to tear off my armor completely.

Pain floods in.

With the armor that had been pressing against my chest but ultimately holding it in place now gone, my ribs make a cracking sound.

"Urrrgh...!"

"Funny how your body is conditioned for movements that assume you have mana, when you have none. Don't you know how to use your muscles?"

I'm dizzy.

My vision is still red, and my breathing is so rough that even standing properly is difficult.

My heart pounds as if it might burst, filling my ears with ringing and thumping sounds.

"Stand up straight. If you want to protect."

"Hey, you... bastard...!"

"If you have enough energy to call me a bastard, swing your sword."

Nevertheless, I once again charge at the Hero.

That's all I can do.


So.

As I thrust my sword, the Hero grins and swings his greatsword.

And there's that sound again.

Grrrrrk—

What is that bizarre roaring sound?

It's been a question since I first heard it until now.

That's definitely not a sound that could be made by an ordinary swing, so I keep wondering as I watch the greatsword flying toward me.

There's no way I could block that attack with an ordinary straight sword and an ordinary swing, yet that sword strike comes crashing down toward me again.

"If you have time to worry about your body, block it with all your might."

"..."

That's a fucking awful thing to say.


However.

Though I no longer have mana to block with, and I don't know if it's because death is so close...

Now I can hear it more clearly and see it more definitely.

Something is being torn along the trajectory of the greatsword.

So that grrrrrk sound is definitely the sound of tearing.

"Insane...."

Though there's clearly nothing in the air that could be torn, something is definitely being torn and split along the path of the greatsword.

My eyes widen in disbelief at what I'm seeing, and the Hero's lips curl up into a grin as he watches my expression.

It's an impossible sight.

This madman is doing something that shouldn't be possible even with mana, using pure strength alone.

Because of that, I hurriedly step back to avoid the sword strike.

I can't block that.

The Hero told me to block it, but there's no way I could block something like that right now.

KWAAANG!

The greatsword strikes the ground instead of me, exploding and shattering it, and from within the cloud of dust that billows up, the Hero speaks with dissatisfaction.

"Block it."

"Huff..., you might as well... tell me to die."

He expresses "take the hit and die" with the simple command to block.

"If you block this, I'll spare all of you."

"*cough*..., how am I supposed to block that, you madman...."

He says he'll spare everyone if I block it, but if I had the skill to block something like that, we wouldn't have been captured in the first place.

"If you swing the same way, you can block it."

"Ha, ha..., you want me to tear space with a sword swing...? Not with magic but with a sword..., how the hell am I supposed to..., urgh...."

"I don't understand why you think only magic can do it. Didn't I just show you? It can be done with a sword. No mana needed."

The Hero speaks as if he truly doesn't understand what I'm saying.

He claims it's possible with pure strength alone, without mana, as he lightly raises his greatsword and takes his stance again.

The Hero intends to do that thing again.

"..."

"Block it."

He looks straight at me.

In my current state, I can't keep dodging forever.

At this rate, I'll eventually be cut down by that greatsword and die.

That's the inevitable outcome.

If only I were the only one to die, that would be fortunate, but it's clear that after my death, my comrades and Asha will all meet the same end.


So.

With that thought, I twisted my expression and spat out:

"That's fucking... only possible because you're the protagonist...!"

It's because the Hero is the protagonist of this world, and I'm just a background character.

The Saint is a compassionate and gentle woman, and Asha is a disaster that must be eliminated.

The old dwarf who lost all his tribesmen and fell into ruin, the sole survivor of a village wiped out by plague, the orphan who lost parents to war.

Even if I thought this world was real and not inside a novel, those roles are fixed.

Despite struggling since childhood to change even one of those roles, looking back now, everything has flowed just as the original ending would have.

Asha is still treated as a disaster, and I've merely gone from being a background character to a criminal.

So I shouted with resentment, and the Hero, despite hearing my words, asked indifferently:

"Protagonist?"

"*cough*..., yeah, you bastard...!"

"Then what are you, who has stood in the protagonist's way twice already? Are you perhaps the Demon King?"

He dismisses my words as nonsense, then takes his stance again.




And.

"..."

"Prove it."

The Hero says.

"If you block this and prove yourself, then you too are a protagonist."

He gives a proper answer to my resentful words.
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It was something that defied reality.

Simply cutting through space with a sword strike—such a ridiculous notion openly ignored the laws of physics.

It lacked foundation. It couldn't even be explained by principles.

Therefore, the man before me claiming that pure physical force could tear through space was clearly insane.

"Prove it."

However, he was the Hero.

The man before me was the Hero, and this world had always lacked realism.

"Block it and prove yourself, and you too will be a protagonist."

Magic flies through the air, altering terrain. Divine power instantly heals the wounded.

Aura easily slices through massive monsters, and the ash-colored power can even reduce entire cities to dust.

So.

Talk of realism and physical laws was quite laughable.

If I wanted to cling to such stubbornness, I should have done so from the moment I was reborn and began to perceive this world.

Having already accepted and acknowledged magic, divine power, aura, and even ash-colored power—many things beyond reason—I now needed to accept the Hero's nonsensical abilities as well.

Therefore, what I needed now wasn't an answer to the Hero's words, but proper action.

Grrrk—

After saying those words, the Hero swung his sword again.

Now that I'd begun to perceive the anomaly, the alien-like rift following his greatsword appeared even more clearly.

Perhaps he was swinging his sword slowly so that I could properly see it.

He might be helping me observe and analyze it properly to reach the solution he wanted me to find.

That must be it, because now I understood.

The Hero could kill me instantly, yet he kept swinging his sword in that manner, telling me to block it.

"If you're going to fear something this trivial, you might as well die right now."

"...Hup!!"

Now I couldn't help but understand.

He had no intention of killing me.

Crack—

Crack-crack-crack—

Not being a fool, after crossing swords several times, I had to notice.

Though I still couldn't comprehend it and there was much I didn't understand, the Hero's words and actions were clearly teaching me.

"That's not how you're supposed to swing it. Is it so difficult to strike with all your might without holding back?"

"Nngh...!!"

However.

Clang—

If I were to answer whether I could block the Hero's sword, that remained impossible.

My straight sword, which met his greatsword head-on instead of dodging, couldn't withstand it for even a moment and broke in two.

I couldn't block it.

As a result, a long sword wound was carved from my chest to my abdomen.

I wasn't sure if I should be grateful that my body wasn't split in half, but blood was once again pouring out.

"Pick up another sword."

"..."

By this point, thinking I probably didn't have much more blood to shed, I staggered, and the Hero spoke to me.

"I trust you won't make the nonsensical claim that there are no other swords when we have a dwarf with us."

"Ugh... you... bastard..."

Even while cursing, I took steps toward the carriage.

As the Hero said, there were plenty of spare swords.

The old dwarf in the carriage had made and stockpiled swords, saying he wanted to regain his touch.

As I approached the carriage, before I could even rummage around, an appropriate sword was thrust out at me.

"Ah... thank... cough."

"...Don't die, young one."

It seemed to be old man Horn.

He muttered with an uncharacteristically worried voice.

"Heh... who's... dying... And... cough. What about Asha...?"

"Talking like that when you're half-dead only makes us worry more. ...Asha fainted as soon as you started fighting."

His expression was uncharacteristically crumpled.

Of course, it wasn't just Horn—everyone in the carriage had the same worried look.

Still, it was fortunate that Asha had fainted.

I was worried she might go berserk seeing me in this state, but now she wouldn't go berserk even if I became even more of a wreck.

So.

"Just get out... ugh, a bunch of... swords. You're... talking too... much, heh."

"..."

I took the sword, forcing the corners of my mouth to turn up.

Actually, I wasn't sure if I really managed to smile.

All my senses had become so dull that I couldn't feel properly.

I just.

Turned away from the carriage, sword in hand.



How much time had passed?

Crack-crack-crack—

I didn't know.

The same actions just kept repeating.

"Block it."

"...Hup!"

I couldn't block it.

The greatsword swung from the side shattered my sword and sliced thinly through my abdomen as it passed.

"You still move like those who have mana."

With each swing, he continued to utter words I found difficult to understand.

And it continued again.

"Block it."

"Nngh...!!"

I couldn't block it.

The greatsword swung from below cut my sword in two and left a long wound running up my left leg.

"Don't spare your body."

Despite my struggling until my body was wrecked, the Hero kept saying such things.



So.

After repeating this nonsense well over ten times, I finally reached my limit.

In truth, I had reached my limit long ago, but now death was right before me.

"..."

"Block it."

The Hero repeated the same words and actions like a machine.

I raised my sword.

Now when I coughed with a gurgling sound, only a little blood came out.

Everything around me was stained red.

I wondered if this much blood could really come from one person's body.

"Sword... take..."

"..."

Wasn't I already holding a sword?

I didn't know.

I couldn't feel any sensation.

I was starting to lose my vision.

The blurry scenery, though stained bright red, was now darkening.

"If you don't... block... kill... you..."

"..."

Now I could barely hear sounds too.

The Hero seemed to be saying something, but my ears felt plugged, everything muffled.

However.

The roaring sound of the sword strike—grrrk—penetrated my damaged senses.

Death was approaching.

Since I wouldn't be able to block it, the outcome was certain.

No life flashed before my eyes.

They say your past life flashes before your eyes when you're about to die, but that's complete nonsense.

This was already my second time facing death, and there was nothing like that.

"..."

Still.

If I had one wish, it would be to say goodbye to Asha before dying.

I wanted to hear her voice.

'Ain.'

I wished she would call my name one last time.

'Ain.'

I should have realized and admitted that I liked her much sooner.

'Ain.'

I think what I regret most is being too stupid to realize it until it was too late.

'Ain.'

So.

"Ain!!!"

Asha's voice pierced through my muffled ears with clarity.

Ash powder swirled in the air.

It momentarily blocked the greatsword that had come right up to my face.

With a tick-tick sound, the ash powder was crushed by the greatsword.

Asha was suddenly embracing me from behind.

"Don't die. Don't die. You can't die. Don't leave me alone."

"..."

Tears flowed.

Droplets mixed with ash powder streamed down, turning murky.

In other words, she was on the verge of going berserk.

Her body was trembling. Everything around us vibrated.

Even the difference in compatibility with divine power began to distort as emotions poured out, and even the barrier set by the Saint wavered.

"Ain, you can't die. Don't leave me behind. No. Don't die. I hate this. Don't kill Ain. Why, why? What did we do wrong? Why do you keep doing this to us..."

"...Asha."

Now I came to my senses.

Seeing her spreading toward an ending similar to what she originally held inside her, the blurry things became clear.

"...Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain, Ain. No. Don't die. I hate this. Stop it. Stop. I'll kill everyone."

"Asha."

The Hero's greatsword continued to crush the ash powder as it fell.

Looking at Asha's strange state, he spoke indifferently.

"Swing your sword. Block it and protect."

"..."

"Even if your body bursts from the effort, protect what's precious to you and prove yourself."

There was no choice.

I was urged to accomplish it.



So.

Like burning the last flame, I raised my straight sword with my limp hands.

I gritted my teeth until they made a cracking sound.

The ash powder that had been blocking was almost all crushed, and the greatsword was about to fall on me.

I looked straight at it.

As the Hero said, I didn't spare my body.

A strange sound—crunch—came from my body.

It was a different sensation from joints twisting and bones breaking from overexertion.

"Hup, nngh...!!"

Even if my body burst from exceeding its limits, I thrust my sword to the end.

And the Hero's eyes widened momentarily. The corners of his mouth turned up as he watched my sword strike.

Finally, the swords collided.

Crack-crack-crack-crack—

Despite that thunderous sound, my sword didn't break in two and held firm.

Unlike before when it would be cut through immediately upon contact, the ordinary straight sword blocked the Hero's downward strike for over 5 seconds, approaching 10.

Then my arm broke off and fell to the ground with a thud.

Naturally, the sword fell with my severed arm and stuck into the blood-soaked dirt.

"Yes."

"..."

The Hero smiled at the sight.

"That's how it's done."

"..."

He was definitely insane.

While Asha was wailing and scattering ash powder, he grinned and dusted off his sword.

And.

"You've proven yourself, so I'll spare you."

The Hero glanced at the ash powder and swung with mana and divine power.

With just one swing, all the ash powder that had completely surrounded him disappeared.

As I stared blankly at the scene, he spoke as if it were nothing.

"You should calm that ash-colored one."

"...Crazy bastard."

After muttering that, I turned toward Asha but couldn't embrace her with my missing arms, and simply collapsed.

In other words, I lost consciousness.





********





The situation was over.

The Hero slung his greatsword on his back again, and the Saint released the barrier and walked steadily to the Hero's side.

"Hero."

"Yes."

The man who had been struggling all along had lost consciousness and collapsed, and the ash-colored woman was holding him, crying.

She wasn't going berserk.

Although he had lost consciousness and collapsed, he was still alive, so she was busy embracing him.

"You were too harsh."

"This much is necessary to make him useful."

The Saint naturally raised her hand to reattach the unconscious man's arms and heal the many sword wounds carved into him.

And.

She spoke to the pursuit team from the Papal State who had quietly approached.

"We will guide the Ashen Witch and her companions. The paladins, priests, and holy knights may withdraw now."

"...But Saint. If you're not going to execute them here, we should transport them to the Papal State..."

She declared.

Unlike before, their manner was quite cautious.

"I'm sorry, but this is the Hero's decision."

"B-but..."

As if even fanatical faith became powerless before overwhelming force, they stuttered and expressed their grievances, but.

"If anyone wishes to go against the Hero's decision, you can undergo the same proof as that man. It's easy, isn't it?"

"..."

At the Hero's indifferent gaze and the Saint's words, they finally closed their mouths.

Thus.

The pursuit team from the Papal State could only silently watch as the carriage grew more distant.
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I saw her.

I saw a small girl trying not to kneel before the ash-gray.

The child wailed. She said she didn't want it. She said she refused it.

She grabbed my pant leg and asked me why.

Why she had to face death in such a miserable state—she died crying, begging me for an answer.

Of course.

I, who only despised the ash-gray, could not answer.

Because no one in this world knows the truth about the ash-gray.

I, too, was merely one of those ignorant souls.

And then a question arose.

Why did that child come to possess the ash-gray she never wanted? Where does the ash-gray flow from and where does it disappear to? What is the source of the ash-gray?

I began my research on this matter.

Others condemned me for it and eventually branded me a criminal, seeking to kill me, but I didn't care at all.

It wasn't out of petty sympathy. It was purely curiosity and a spirit of inquiry.

The child who died clutching my pant leg and wailing merely helped spark my curiosity.

That's certainly all it was.

And so I went on and on, until I reached this territory of the □□.

To be precise, it was where the □□ was, and this was clearly the source of the ash-gray.

I will probably die here.

Once you set foot in this place, there is no way to escape by your own power.

So I leave this behind.

I shall leave my research on the cure for the ash-gray here as I face death.


-Excerpt from "Records of a Forgotten Ancient Criminal"-


********


A small village.

Farmers wielding hoes shout.

"Hey, it's running that way! Catch that quick little beast!"

"Oh no! That cursed monster is ruining our fields!!"

The farmers fume with anger at the unidentified creature that devours their crops and flees in an instant.

"Yes, yes, I understand."

So I answer them, who are asking me to resolve this quickly, and draw my sword.

However, the motion of drawing my sword is quite slow due to the metal shackles tightly wrapped around my wrists.

"Hey, you're too slow! Hurry up and catch it!"

"Heyyy! It's, it's getting away!"

Of course, these aren't shackles enchanted with magic or divine spells.

They just put ridiculously heavy shackles on both my ankles and wrists.

"Tsk... if it was so urgent, why didn't you call me yesterday instead of today..."

Even as I mutter this, I take my stance before the farmers' complaints turn toward me.

A cracking sound comes from my shoulder.

This is still an unfamiliar sensation, making me frown slightly.

That unidentified monster is quite swift, darting around, devouring crops, and then dashing away.

The farmers lose track of the monster's movements and start shouting loudly again, but I can see it clearly.

And I swing my sword.

A grinding sound follows the trajectory of my swing. Though not as impressive as the Hero's, my sword creates an otherworldly sight as it cuts through the air.

The distance to the monster was far.

Even by rough estimation, it was about ten steps away.

Yet it gets cut.

A thin line appears on the side of the fleeing monster, and before it can even realize what happened, it splits in half and falls with a thud among the crops.

"Oh, ohhhh...!"

"Ha, did you catch it? You finally caught that cursed monster!!"

The farmers who had been waving their hoes stare wide-eyed at the bisected monster.

"Ugh, my shoulder..."

As I massage my stiff shoulder with a grimace, they approach and pat my back firmly.

"Haha, you're quite something!"

"Ah, yes."

"Heheh, thanks to you, we can rest easy!"

"Yes, that's fortunate."

I acknowledge their admiring words and slowly walk toward the monster's corpse.

If not for these shackles, I would have just rushed over and stabbed it with my sword, but it's frustrating that they've made it hard to even move properly in the name of training.

Anyway, I still can't identify what kind of monster this is.

It's definitely not a wild animal, so it must be a magical beast, but it's one I've never seen before.

I lift the dripping bloody corpse of the magical beast and speak to the farmers.

"It's a magical beast."

"I thought it was too fast to be a wild animal!"

Of course, despite saying that, they're not people without awareness of danger.

"What are you doing expanding your farmland into areas where magical beasts can attack? You could die, elder."

"But our population keeps growing, what can we do?"

They're not unaware of how dangerous it is to expand farmland beyond the boundary where magical beasts don't venture.

"It's fortunate this one only ate crops, but what if it was one that devoured people? Beating it with hoes wouldn't have killed it."

"But you see, we need to do this to survive."

Due to practical issues, they have no choice but to expand their farmland like this.

So.

"It's dangerous, so please don't cultivate fields beyond the village boundary, and try to farm only within the safe area."

"Haha... alright, alright."

After giving this warning, I finally sighed deeply and added:

"Sigh... I'll speak to the Saint and have her set up a temporary barrier for you. Just until harvest time."

"Oh, thank you so much!"

The farmers smiled brightly with joy.

I gathered the monster's corpse and began walking, with each step causing the shackles on both ankles to clash with a clang-clang sound.

Basically, I've become a walking doorbell.

That damn Hero.


I tossed the magical beast's corpse onto the table with a thud.

"You're late."

"Stop saying things like 'you're late.' You make me slow and then complain about lateness?"

The Hero glanced at the corpse and then continued lifting his dumbbell.

"Since you're here, pick up a dumbbell. You're losing muscle."

"...You crazy bastard."

I shook my head at the Hero's behavior and spoke to the Saint who was sitting quietly with a gentle smile.

Of course, I was respectful to the Saint.

"Saint, I'd appreciate if you could set up a barrier around the farmland beyond the village boundary."

"Hmm, should I do it right away?"

"It would be good if you could. Just enough to last until harvest time."

She nodded while resting a large pouch of divine power on the table.

"Well, then I should do it right away. And you must have had a hard time with this magical beast—it seems quite fast."

"Not particularly."

The Saint rose from her seat with a gentle smile, patted my head, and went outside.

Unlike the Hero, she's an extremely normal and kind person.

And then.

"Now pick up a dumbbell."

The Hero, as always, is an incredibly crazy person.

"Ah, shut up already."

"I'll shut up after you pick up a dumbbell. Your muscle loss is serious right now."

For the past year, he's been crazy every single day without exception.


It's already been a year since that day.

After blocking the Hero's greatsword, I was told I was so badly injured that I couldn't regain consciousness for over two weeks.

I desperately tried my best because he said he'd spare me if I blocked it, but when I opened my eyes and saw the Hero and Saint together, I couldn't believe it.

That scene is still vividly clear in my mind.

"What's this? Why are you two together?"

"I said I'd spare your life, not let you go."

The Hero's shameless face as he said those words hasn't changed from then to now.

"Are you insane?"

"Now that you're awake, stop resting and pick up a dumbbell. Your muscle loss over the past two weeks is no joke."

"Ah... you crazy bastard..."

And those words about muscle loss and dumbbells have remained exactly the same for the entire year.

Because of that, it was the Saint who explained why we were still together.

"Even if you've shaken off the Papal State's pursuit team for now, that doesn't mean you're not criminals."

"..."

"To gain recognition, you need achievements. For the Ashen Witch to be accepted, simple achievements won't be enough."

She wasn't wrong at all.

Simply escaping the pursuit team would only lead us back to the same situation, so as the Saint said, we needed achievements.

"So what you're saying is..."

"If the Ashen Witch wants to be accepted, she needs to become a hero at the very least, don't you think?"

The Saint said with a gentle smile.

And there was only one thing that could qualify as the achievement or heroism she was talking about.

"...Defeating the Demon King?"

"Yes, even if you're the Ashen Witch, if you return after defeating the Demon King, you could become a hero."

That was an invitation for us to join their journey to defeat the Demon King.

"Why don't you just pray for our deaths instead?"

"If we die, we'll die together, so it's fine, isn't it? Oh, but I'm not saying everyone has to come. I'm not heartless enough to drag along people who lack combat ability."

"..."

If there was any consolation, it was that she said she wouldn't take those who lacked combat ability.

The Saint pointed specifically to only me and Asha.

"Just you two. If you and the Ashen Witch join us, I'll guarantee salvation for everyone here. I promise this in the name of the Saint and the Hero."

"Haah..."

"You know you don't have a right to refuse, don't you? So I look forward to working with you. Though it's under the pretext of guiding criminals, you can think of us as comrades from now on."

She smiled gently.

And so.

We were forcibly joined to the Hero's journey.
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In a small village where most people were farmers.

I stopped by on my way through.

Seeing they needed help, I paused my journey and extended a hand.

Simply put, that's what the journey of the Hero and the Saint was like.

Moving toward where the Demon King resided.

And helping those they encountered along the way.

They continued forward, and continued to help.

So.

I had mentioned that I could use teleportation to reach the vicinity in an instant.

"But then we wouldn't be able to help many people, would we? Like how we helped you, for example."

That was the response I received.

I could see the corners of the Saint's mouth curling up into a smile.

The Hero didn't say anything, but he gave a slight nod while looking at me with indifferent eyes.

While their given mission was clearly to subjugate the Demon King, they weren't simply advancing just to catch the Demon King.

Saving people.

They were continuing a journey where that itself was the purpose.

And so.

I raised my middle finger instead of the dumbbell to the Hero who was telling me to hurry up and lift weights, then quickly slipped out of the room.

The shackles constantly clanging against my ankles were already serving as more than enough of a dumbbell.

Of course, the Hero knew this fact well, so he didn't bother trying to stop me when he saw me running away.

Hmm.

To be honest, it seemed more like he just didn't want to cut into his own workout time by chasing after me.

Anyway.

As always, I carried out the mission that the Hero and Saint had passed on to me. The measures and reports regarding it were also completed.

Having received words of appreciation for my hard work, I was free until they dumped another mission on me.

With that thought, I took a step forward.

And whenever I walk down the hallway like this, there are heads that peek out at the clanging sound of my shackles, which rings out like a doorbell.

"Ain oppa!"

"Ain hyung!"

The twins, who had grown quite a bit over the past year, peeked out with bright smiles, then ran toward me showing off their height that now exceeded my waist.

"Are you done with your work?"

"It'll be a while before you're called again, right?"

They've matured a lot in that time.

Come to think of it, Yaki and Tori must be around ten years old now, so it's becoming somewhat ambiguous to treat them purely as children anymore.

Though the way they each grabbed one of my legs and looked up at me while hugging them tightly still made them seem like children.

"Yeah. This job was relatively easy."

I answered while ruffling the twins' hair.

"Then please look at this quickly!"

"Me too! I learned this today!"

Both children smiled broadly and extended their hands toward me.

And from the twins' hands, different lights flickered.

Of course, there were differences in color. A golden light sparkled in Yaki's hand, while a blue light shone in Tori's.

"So what effect does this have?"

"Mine is a healing spell!"

"Mine is a body strengthening magic!"

In other words, the twins had awakened their respective talents during that time.

Yaki had talent in divine arts, while Tori, unlike Yaki, had awakened to mana.

Of course, neither of them was at an extraordinary level yet, but just having awakened such abilities was blessing enough.

"Hmm, I see. You're both amazing."

So I naturally praised both children.

However.

As always, the two children were not satisfied with equal amounts of praise.

"Hyung, but I'm more amazing, right?"

"What are you saying? Oppa, I'm more amazing since I'm learning magic from Asha unni, right?"

"I'm learning from the Saint, you dummy."

Whenever they clashed, it was as if one of them always had to come out ahead, and they would always try to establish a hierarchy with their arguments.

"So what? Asha unni is more amazing than the Saint!"

"No matter how much closer we are to Asha noona, you shouldn't make things up. Huh! Have you finally emptied your head completely?"

"If there's anything in your head, why don't you think a little? I can't understand how you think divine power can compare to magic. Ah~ I'll acknowledge you if you can teleport with divine power."

Naturally, they had different mentors according to their talents.

Yaki was taught by the Saint while Tori was taught by Asha, and strangely enough, while the Saint and Asha got along well, these two would growl at each other whenever they met.

"I'm more amazing, right, Ain hyung!"

"No way! Hurry and praise me!"

Perhaps the reason why neither the Saint nor Asha taught them offensive divine arts or magic was because of this.

So I answered the children who were looking at me with expectant eyes.

"Hmm, well. Looking again, I don't think either of you is that amazing, so go practice more."

""....""

"What."

They're quite grown up now, so there's no need to indulge their whims forever.

I thought this as I grinned, and the children sighed deeply looking at me.

"Boring. Right, Tori."

"Yeah, Yaki. Oppa, you're no fun."

Hey.

These brats.

And so.

Although there was a brief noisy conversation with the children, the place I was actually heading to wasn't their room.

Knock knock-

I passed by the children and knocked on the door of the room I was originally heading to.

From inside came bubbling sounds.

A small muttering voice continued, and explosion sounds echoed a few times.

Despite knocking on the door, there was no answer.

Probably due to being immersed in research, he didn't even hear the knock.

So I carefully opened the door and entered.

As soon as I opened the door, a strange smell that seemed like a mixture of all sorts of things wafted from inside the room.

It wasn't exactly disgusting or repulsive, but it felt like something would go wrong if you kept smelling it.

"I-if I... m-mix this... like this... Ah, hmm... is this n-not right...?"

On the wide research table were dozens of reagent bottles, and in front of them was Avery, muttering something while tilting his head.

But.

Did this guy just say something like "is this not right?"

With that thought, I immediately called out to him.

"Avery."

"Th-then if I mix this amount... and finally add s-starlight... Hmm, is th-this right...?"

Avery was still immersed in his research.

He kept muttering quietly, adding different ingredients to the reagent bottle he was holding, and tilting his head.

"...Avery?"

"Hmm... h-how much time was left on the g-golem reuse cooldown..."

"Hey, you."

He said he would complete it today so I came, but why is he choosing only words that make people anxious?

Because of that, I looked at him with incredulous eyes and tapped his shoulder, and Avery flinched and turned his head awkwardly.

"Ah, um... Ain. You came early, haha..."

"You said it would be completed today, didn't you?"

Avery raised the corners of his mouth sheepishly. He glanced back and forth between the reagent and me as if checking my reaction.

"Ah, that. Yes, I d-did say that, haha."

"Surely... not?"

"Um, wh-what do you m-mean...?"

He's stuttering. His hands are twitching and his mouth is opening and closing.

"...You're not about to give me some ridiculous answer like you haven't completed the ash suppressor, are you?"

This guy.

Seriously?

"Ah, of c-course I c-completed it."

Of course, such a thing didn't happen.

Avery awkwardly held out a reagent bottle to me.

"No, you... if you completed it, why are you acting like you failed and stuttering?"

"Huh...? B-but I've always b-been like this...?"

In short, the trembling in his eyes and his stuttering and twitching were all just red herrings.

Due to waiting for a whole year since then, I must have been mistaken because I was unnecessarily impatient.

So I took the reagent bottle that Avery was holding out, along with words of appreciation for his hard work.

And.

"Hmm...."

Evaluating the reagent, it had a dark, murky color as if drinking it would make you vomit blood and die.

It looked like something that shouldn't be consumed.

Recalling the ingredients, they were mainly very rare and ethereal ones, but I don't know how this ended up being the result.

"Is it really okay to drink this? It looks kind of dangerous...?"

"Um... o-of course we w-would die if we drank it."

What.

"...?"

"I-I mean, this is indeed p-poison..."

"Wait, is that okay?"

"Hmm... to explain, it's another s-strong poison that blocks the s-secretion of ash, which is a strong poison..."

Ah. Simply put, it's that.

"Fighting poison with poison?"

"Yes, th-that's the principle."

It means using another poison to eliminate poison.

"Then the ash suppression effect is certain?"

"Actually, since there's no s-subject to administer it to, I c-can't be that certain, so I've been making r-reagents at various levels by changing the d-dosage of ingredients..."

I see.

For something he claimed was complete, there were dozens of reagent bottles scattered around, so that must be the reason.

"Ah, so that's what you were muttering about earlier, wondering if it was right."

"Haha... yes. I was trying to g-gauge whether the dosage of ingredients was c-correct..."

Avery nodded at my words and smiled awkwardly.

He pointed to all the reagent bottles lined up.

"The one I h-handed you is the reagent completed by f-following the recipe exactly, and the rest are r-reagents that I've modified slightly."

"...You've worked hard."

Even at a glance, there were dozens of bottles.

It must have been an effort to improve the suppression period and effectiveness.

Avery smiled at my words and said:

"Haha, this is what I can do."

Only then.

I noticed the dark circles spread under Avery's eyes.
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The sunlight is a bit hot.

Just last week, rain was pouring down like the monsoon season, but today the sky was cloudless and scorching.

Farmers are working at the outskirts of the village.

Those who were troubled by monsters just yesterday are now smiling and sweating again as they work diligently.

They busily pull out weeds, fetch water to sprinkle on the fields, and caress their crops as if waiting eagerly for harvest time to arrive.

The unnamed crops look quite healthy. The leaves are lush green and large, as if showing off how carefully the farmers have nurtured them.

I stared blankly at this scenery through the window before finally getting up. I couldn't just lie around doing nothing—I had work to do.

The potion was complete.

Dozens of bottles of ash suppressant were neatly packed in boxes.

To be fair, I'd been working on this potion for quite some time. With the Hero and the Saint's help, I quickly obtained the dragon skin and various other ingredients I needed.

Still, it took a long time to filter out potential side effects and eliminate any chance of failure. With these thoughts in mind, I immediately carried the box full of potions and loaded it onto the carriage.

"Sigh..."

One year.

I had promised to return before the Harvest Festival ended, but unfortunately, I couldn't keep that promise.

I had planned to sell cotton candy at the festival, but autumn in the valley has probably already ended.

"I wonder if the seal is still intact."

According to Selina, it should last about 20 years.

But it was hard to completely trust the words of an old woman who fluctuated between senility and lucidity in her final years.

"It'll be fine. That magic is quite efficient."

The one who contradicted me wasn't the deceased Selina, but Asha, who had somehow appeared beside me.

"Oh, when did you get here?"

"I was watching through the window and jumped down. I see the potion is finished."

She looked up at me with a bright smile.

She's still beautiful.

Her ash-colored hair and ash-colored eyes, no longer hidden, flutter gently as always.

Perhaps she looks even more beautiful than before because she's matured over the past year.

With that thought, I raised the corners of my mouth and nodded.

"Yeah, now I need to deliver it to the valley. They must be waiting."

"Are you going right now?"

"No, I need to tell the Hero and the Saint that I'm leaving, and I should also inform old man Horn, so I'll go a little later."

As Asha listened to me, she raised her hand and waved it around.

A magic circle instantly appeared on the ground, filled with just the right amount of mana.

"I'll prepare the magic circle in advance anyway."

"Ah, yes. You're coming with me to see old man Horn, right?"

"Yes, Eileen is there too."

Mass teleportation now takes Asha less than 10 seconds, not even a minute.

She often grumbled about when she would reach the point where she could do it with just a snap of her fingers, but her skills had risen steeply over the past year.



We headed first to where Horn was.

It would be nice if we could all stay at the same lodging, but a small village inn wouldn't have a blacksmith attached to it.

Horn was at the village's only blacksmith shop.

Surprisingly, Eileen was there too.

As we crossed through the village, the residents' gazes flickered toward me and Asha.

Naturally, there was hatred mixed in those eyes.

Asha no longer concealed her identity with robes and necklaces, so her ash-colored hair and eyes were fully visible.

Of course, no one hurled insults or acted aggressively toward us, but they couldn't hide their expressions.

This decision to stop hiding her identity was the Saint's suggestion.

'You know? Changing perceptions is difficult. Being known as heroes who defeated the Demon King might not be enough.'

After that introduction, the Saint asked if we might consider going around without the robes and necklaces, revealing our true identities.

She said we wouldn't be attacked anyway with their guarantee.

Hiding would only reinforce the same perceptions, so she suggested we face it head-on to help people get used to us.

It was a crude method.

But.

Actually, there was something more important.

Clang- Clang-

"The doorbell works well."

"...It really sounds like a dog."

Amusingly, my role was to draw people's attention.

The residents turned their heads at the clanging sound of my shackles.

I couldn't exactly walk awkwardly as if I'd soiled my pants, could I?



Anyway.

We headed to the blacksmith shop.

The clanging sounds of metal could be heard from quite a distance.

As we got closer, sparks were flying.

An old dwarf, drenched in sweat, was hammering away with all his might.

"Crazy back muscles. Is that even normal?"

"It's just a racial difference, what can we do?"

Since he started properly wielding the hammer again, Horn's body had become all muscle.

He was muscular before, but now he was on a completely different level.

I could almost understand how a wild animal might burst and die from the impact of his hammer swing.

With that thought, I called out to him.

"Old man."

"What? Why are you here?"

At my words, the clanging hammer immediately stopped.

The old man has sharp hearing despite his age.

Horn, who was working with his upper body bare, grabbed a water container nearby and gulped it down.

"Why else? I came to tell you the potion is finished."

"Oh, it's finally done?"

Horn asked with wide eyes.

"Yes, so I'm going to visit the valley. Want to come along?"

"Hmm... No, I'll pass. I still have a lot of work to do, so I'll go later."

As I had expected, he declined my invitation to visit the valley together.

Unlike me, who had become somewhat relaxed, my companions were all busy with their own lives.

"I figured. Avery and the twins said the same thing."

"If you knew, why bother coming? I'm busy, you're just interrupting."

"You'd be upset if I didn't tell you."

"That's true."

"So I had to come, right?"

"Heh... since you're here, take a look at what I've made."

So.

After this banter, I followed Horn's gesture and entered the blacksmith shop.

"Oh, is this it?"

"Yes. That thing you talked about."

"You made it better than I expected."

"That little Eileen has surprisingly good craftsmanship."

So, what Horn has been making lately are items for the establishment of Ain Corporation.

He's in the process of implementing modern conveniences that I could only explain abstractly due to my limited knowledge.

Cars, motorcycles, and various other useful items were being created.

I examined the item Horn had made and spoke.

"Speaking of which, where's Eileen?"

"She's in the workshop making blueprints. These days she keeps skipping meals to work, so at my age, I'm having to feed her like a child."

Horn pointed to the workshop door attached to the blacksmith shop, and Asha immediately flung it open.

Inside was a disheveled Eileen.

Now wearing glasses and frowning, she was busily drawing something on a large sheet of paper.

Honestly, she looked intellectual. Despite her unkempt state, she somehow maintained a noble air.

"Eileen."

"Hmm... oh. Wow~ It's Lady Asha~"

But despite that appearance, she automatically responded to Asha's call by panting like a dog and rushing to hug her.

Eileen immediately tossed aside her pen and clung to Asha with a silly grin.

"Have you eaten?"

"Yes, old man Horn made me food!"

"When was the last time you bathed?"

"A week ago!"

"...Get off me right now."

"I don't want to!"

Seeing how she proudly rubbed her messy hair and greasy face against Asha's chest despite Asha's disgusted expression, it was clear that Eileen had grown too.

Hmm.

She's filthy.

To explain.

Though I always thought she was stupid, Eileen was actually a noble who had completed higher education.

While she lacked common sense in many areas, she was quite brilliant when it came to specialized knowledge.

When I could only explain modern conveniences abstractly, Eileen, who had been quietly listening beside Horn, scribbled something on paper.

"Is it something like this?"

"...What? How did you...?"

"Drawing is a basic skill for nobles!"

She had the talent to properly illustrate my abstract explanations.

I refrained from saying "finally you have a useful skill" as it would hurt her feelings.

Anyway, that's how it is.

Eileen is in charge of blueprints, Horn is in charge of production.

These two are now the eternal engineers of Ain Corporation.
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Speaking of which.

"So you're saying you're going to the Valley of the Fallen now?"

"No, you already knew about it, so what's the problem? What?"

The Hero said this while doing squats with dumbbells in both hands.

"Then when exactly are you going to exercise? You keep doing other things, aren't you experiencing muscle loss?"

"Oh you piece of... Just bring the dumbbells with you. We'll load them onto the carriage, so just give me the ones you're holding now."

If you're wondering what's wrong with the Hero's frowning face and what the problem is, muscle loss is probably the right answer.

"These are mine."

"You're a real bastard."

"Besides, this weight is still too heavy for you to lift. Take appropriate dumbbells with you. Six hours a day is mandatory."

He pointed to the dumbbells scattered on the floor, seemingly unbothered by the idea of going to the valley.

Then, as if it was no longer his concern, he turned his head and started focusing on his workout.

For the past year, I've consistently thought the same thing—he's just insane.

So.

While leaving the Hero to himself, it was the Saint sitting in a chair, sipping coffee and listening to our conversation, who addressed me and Asha.

"Hmm, so when will you be returning?"

"We won't stay long. We'll be back within three days at the latest."

At most, we'd stay for about three days anyway.

I didn't want to drag out the Hero and Saint's journey because of my personal business, and I personally wanted to finish everything quickly and return to the Empire.

"Well... three days should be fine. Oh, you won't run away, will you?"

"Of course not. That joke isn't funny, Saint."

I've never once thought about running away.

I'm leaving all my companions behind to begin with, and even if I tried hiding in the valley, the Hero would just tear through the walls and drag me back out.

After saying that, the Saint giggled at my response.

My thoughts must have been clearly visible on my face.

"Hehe, I was just joking. I know you're not that kind of person. Well then, have a safe trip. I'll be here solving the other miscellaneous problems in this town."

"Yes, understood."

Anyway.

I reported to the Hero and Saint that I would be going to the valley, and they approved without making a big deal of it.

I bowed my head in greeting and naturally walked toward the door.

"Dumbbells."

"Damn it, do you have eyes in the back of your head?"

"Pick up the dumbbells. Six hours a day, don't forget."

My sneaky attempt to leave the dumbbells behind didn't work at all, so I left the room with a dumbbell in each hand.

"If you forget, I'll make you regret it."

"..."

A warning flew at my back.

These are disgustingly heavy.

The shackles on my limbs were already hard enough to bear, and now I had to climb onto the carriage with dumbbells in both hands.

"Hmm... I don't like men with bulging muscles. That's kind of gross."

Asha said this while watching me climb onto the carriage with dumbbells in hand.

And I agree with that statement.

"...I don't like it either."

"So we'll just bring them along but skip the exercise, right?"

I strongly agree with this suggestion too.

However.

"No way."

"Why not?"

Sadly, there was no room for such tricks.

"That crazy Hero will definitely notice."

"Ah."

Because he's obsessed with muscles, he could tell whether I'd exercised for six hours a day just by touching my arms a few times.

And if I didn't meet his standards, he would drastically increase the amount of exercise.

What a bastard.

Honestly, this was more like a fantasy story to me than all the talk about magic and Demon Kings.

Anyway.

We used a prepared teleportation magic circle to move directly to the vicinity of the valley.

The hot sunlight was suddenly obscured by clouds, making it cool.

The breeze went slightly beyond refreshing to become chilly.

"It's a bit cold."

"Yeah. It definitely doesn't feel like autumn."

Asha said this while putting on the coat she had brought.

I naturally sat in the driver's seat and grabbed the reins, then slapped the rumps of Chunsik and Chunbae to drive the carriage.

"Chunsik, Chunbae. Let's go quickly."

A neigh of "Heeheehiing" came back in response. They're still such good boys.

So the carriage began running toward the valley.

If you're wondering why we didn't teleport directly into the valley, it's because teleportation isn't always foolproof.

There were places with magic that interfered with teleportation.

For example, important facilities of a country typically had such protections, as did the Demon King's domain.

The valley also had such magic to prevent sudden raids, and of course, it was one of the spells Selina had cast.

Of course, Asha could probably break through such interference and teleport directly.

But breaking in like that would just make them work hard to repair and reinforce their defenses.

"I can see it."

It's been a while.

The drab-colored walls and gates built between two massive cliff mountains start coming into view.

Having detected our carriage already, mages and archers are standing by on top of the walls.

"Ain, they're preparing to attack?"

"How disappointing. They don't even recognize us."

Magic circles are being inscribed.

Mana rises.

Like they're going to sweep everything away as they did before, they're aiming at our carriage.

And then.

"Stop."

A voice amplified by magic resonates toward us with a booming sound.

Unlike before, there's no particular urgency.

"Don't shoot us and just open the gate."

"We can't just open the gate without knowing who you are."

Their eyesight must have gotten quite poor, as they're slow to recognize us even though we're not that far away.

They seemed quite confident because of their solid defensive magic circle, but the designer of that magic circle was in this carriage.

"I warned you. Open the gate before I erase it completely."

"Ha, what nonsense... Wait, what...?"

Since they want another housewarming gift, I looked at Asha and nodded slightly.

Asha is smiling broadly.

Unlike before, the incantation is now short.

Ash spreads instantly, covering the entire valley like a massive tidal wave.

The solidly deployed defensive magic circle begins to unravel with a slithering sound.

"Here's a gift. Enjoy it."

"Hey, you bastard!! You son of a bitch! We'll open the gate so just come in!! That asshole could have just identified himself. Making trouble again!!"

Only then did the person on the wall cry out in panic. They were quite slow to recognize us.

The gate opens.

I drove the carriage into the valley while giggling, and Asha laughed amusingly while wiggling her fingers.

The ash disappeared as instantly as it had spread.

The defensive magic circle was restored and continued its role.

We entered without bloodshed.

Someone comes running toward our carriage.

"You could have just said your name and we would have opened the gate right away, but you had to pull this stunt again."

"Ah, it's been a while. Adrian, have you been well?"

Adrian looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

He seemed to have gained a few more wrinkles over the past year, but his complexion looked quite good, suggesting he'd been eating and living well.

"Haah... Yes. It's been a while. We've been doing fine, nothing has changed... but you, well, um...?"

"...What?"

And Adrian naturally looked at the large shackles attached to my limbs.

"Hmm, do you want to advertise that you're a criminal? Why are you wearing shackles on your limbs?"

"They're for exercise, you idiot."

"No. It might work as exercise, but who exercises in such a barbaric way?"

"That's what I'd like to know..."

I'm curious about that too.

I still don't understand what kind of exercise method this is supposed to be.

Anyway, the valley hadn't changed at all in just one year.

The criminals were still the same, and the long streets and houses still had the same rough but familiar appearance.

"Looks like nothing happened here."

"That's right. It's been a bit lonely since you all and the Grand Mage disappeared, but otherwise everything's the same."

"That's good."

The guys who recognized me and Asha all approached the carriage one by one to greet us, saying it had been a while.

"So the Grand Mage..."

"Selina returned to the embrace of the World Tree."

"I see."

Since these guys are stuck in the valley and don't hear any outside news, they probably have a lot of questions that have accumulated over the past year.

"And I thought all the other companions might come together, but they're all busy, so only Asha and I came."

"I was afraid to ask in case they were all dead, so that's a relief."

"You jerk."

Still as disrespectful as befitting a royal assassin.

Adrian climbed onto the driver's seat and spoke while glancing at my appearance.

"Kuhehe... So where did you throw away your sword and armor, just wearing shackles on your bare body? That's what I was most curious about."

"They're all broken. Everything was smashed to pieces and I sold them to a junk dealer long ago. It's something that I still have my boots left."

He frowned in disbelief at my claim that everything was broken and asked again.

"Everything got broken...? What on earth did you fight before coming back?"

"The Hero."

"...What?"

"I said I fought the Hero."

"..."

"What?"

After hearing my answer, Adrian just opened and closed his mouth while tilting his head.

Apparently, my words didn't quite register properly.
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Staring blankly with his mouth agape, Adrian eventually nodded his head.

"This bastard goes outside and comes back with nothing but tall tales."

"No. I'm telling you it's true, you idiot."

"If you'd said Paladin, I might have believed you, but Hero is too much of a stretch. Do you think I see Heroes as worthless pieces of shit?"

Adrian didn't believe me.

"Then do you see me as a worthless piece of shit?"

"You are shit. You piece of shit."

His foul mouth remained unchanged even after meeting again after a year.

I wasn't sure if he genuinely didn't believe me, but his face looked quite annoying as he followed the carriage while snickering.

"Ah, I hate this guy because he doesn't listen. Where are the others? Declan, Blake, Ismel. I miss you guys."

"Heh, you think those guys would believe your bullshit? I bet my right hand and staff they'd have the exact same reaction as me."

"...Then I bet my Dwarven equipment that at least Declan will have a different reaction from you."

I had packed Horn's equipment to give to the valley anyway, but since I didn't have anything else to bet, I made this show of generosity.

And then.

"Whatever. They're coming right now. Hey, what's taking you guys so long!"

"Ah... looking at those bastards' expressions, I've clearly lost."

"Kuhehe, I'll gladly take that Dwarven equipment~"

Just looking at the expressions of those guys snickering as they ran toward us from a distance, I could tell I'd already lost the bet.

I sighed with that intuition.

Even after reuniting after a year of struggle, they're all still the same worthless bastards.



And so.

The guys I reunited with after a long time didn't disappoint my expectations.

"Hmm, I like this sword and this equipment. I'll put them to good use, Ain."

Declan too.

"Khahah!! It's a shame there's no staff, but new equipment is always welcome!"

Blake too.

"Hehe... what an angel of charity. You could have just said you wanted to give them to us, Ain."

Even Ismel.

Every single one of them reacted by snickering and saying I'd come back with nothing but tall tales after hearing what I said.

In an instant, the area around the carriage turned into a marketplace as the valley guys swarmed in and took all the useful equipment.

I greeted each of them as they came to say hello after a long time, but only when things quieted down and just those four annoying guys remained did I finally speak up.

"Hey, you sons of bitches. Why won't you believe me?"

The guys looked up from admiring their new equipment when they heard me.

"Well, you know... if you'd died and we'd heard news of your death, we might have believed it."

"I agree with Adrian. How could you fight the Hero and still be alive and well like this?"

That's what Adrian and Declan said.

"I'd accept Paladin, but claiming Hero after just a year is too much!"

"Hehe, it's just not realistic to think that the Hero and Saint would change their course to capture you and the Ash-colored Witch when they're so busy..."

Blake and Ismel also gave such answers.

So I just gave up.

"Get lost. Just go."

These bastards wouldn't believe anything I said.

And.

Meanwhile, Asha peeked her head out of the carriage window.

"It's been a long time, everyone."

"Wow, sister-in-law. You've become even more beautiful in the past year."

Of course, only Adrian greeted her smoothly.

"Yes, and Adrian, you've gotten more wrinkles in that time."

"Hmm, your sharp tongue remains the same."

Having built up quite a friendship while creating magic with Selina, he waved at Asha happily.

The other guys couldn't treat Asha as casually as I did, so they awkwardly bowed their heads.


Anyway.

Although we all wasted time chatting due to the joy of reunion, we hadn't forgotten the reason we came back here.

With that in mind, I spoke up.

"So where's Carson?"

"Ah. Carson is with Alicia as always. Is that inhibitor you mentioned complete?"

So Carson is still with Alicia, as expected.

He seemed to have regained his spirits somewhat by the end, but I was worried whether he might have grown tired of seeing his daughter sealed away for a whole year.

"Yes, that's why I came back. Is there any problem with Alicia's seal?"

"No problem. Come to think of it, this isn't the time to be chatting here. Let's hurry, Ain."

So.

I immediately drove the carriage.

As the carriage moved along the path, the vials clinked against each other with a clear sound.





From a distance, I could see a massive mana stone and a cluster of light.

Selina's remnants still shine.

The resonating mana stone and the small girl floating in its center.

The vast flower bed I had created before leaving now only blooms modestly around the mana stone.

"It was impossible to maintain such a large flower bed because the mana consumption was too much."

Adrian, sitting next to me in the driver's seat, must have noticed my eyes scanning the flower bed and explained.

I understand that much.

Although the scenery inside the valley might be peaceful, it was a place that could be attacked at any time.

"I know."

"...Right."

Even if it makes my heart bitter, rational choices must always be made.

Carson.

As expected, he's sitting where he can see Alicia best, gazing at her.

- Today, Alicia.

Even though we're still quite far away, his voice reaches us.

- For lunch, I made bibimbap with dried vegetables and mushrooms, and Adrian complained so much, khuhe...

His familiar cheerful yet somewhat weak voice drifts on the wind.

- So I told him if he wanted meat, he should go hunt it himself! How much has that guy eaten on credit that we've already run out of wild boar meat! What a shameless fellow!

Carson is talking about ordinary daily life.

"Does he want to complain about side dishes at his age? No shame."

"..."

Adrian, being the subject of the conversation, pretends not to hear my words.

"Ah, don't tell me you grew up complaining about food to your mother too?"

"No, this bastard is crossing the line."

"What?"

"Besides, I was nobility, so there was nothing wrong with complaining a bit to the chef."

"You did it, you totally did. Ugh, how disgusting."

"..."

We approach Carson while lifting the mood that had started to sag.


Eventually.

The carriage reaches the edge of the flower bed, and only then does Carson turn his head toward us.

"Alicia, it's already winter, aren't you cold... Hm? Suddenly a carriage, uh...! You, you Ain, you...!"

"It's been a long time, Carson."

He immediately recognized me and his eyes widened.

His face looked much more gaunt than a year ago. Though he was trying hard to maintain a bright expression, the corners of his mouth were turned down.

"...You. Could it be..."

"I've brought the ash-colored inhibitor."

His large body trembled. Even though Carson bit his lip hard, his eyes grew moist.

I took out the box of reagents I had brought in the carriage.

"You said... you'd return by the harvest festival..."

"I'm sorry, Carson. I wanted to come earlier, but circumstances made it take longer."

I had hoped to return before the harvest festival started so we could all enjoy the celebration together, but I couldn't keep that promise.

"Sniff... sob..."

"Ah, this guy's crying again. Do I have to see this again?"

Despite my words, I patted Carson's shoulder as he hung his head and began to cry.

"Sob, sniff... So... sob. Are those shackles... advertising that you're a criminal...?"

"...They're for exercise, you idiot."

"Sniff, sob... Who... would exercise in such a barbaric way... Ain."

"I wonder about that too."

That damn Hero, seriously.

It still makes my blood boil to see that confident expression, not even sorry for reducing a person to this state.



Carson eventually calmed down after sniffling for a while.

"Sniff, whew... So this is the ash-colored inhibitor?"

"Yes. But I couldn't do clinical trials. Asha can't suppress her ash-colored power in her current situation."

She's on her way to defeat the Demon King, so she can't drink an inhibitor that would limit her power.

So these dozens of vials were made solely based on information obtained from the golem and Avery's intuition.

"It's fine. Just having an inhibitor is enough, Ain."

Of course, Carson nodded as he said this.

Though his eyes were sunken from the long wait, there was a clear light in them.

When he took out one vial and looked at me, I simply nodded.

It's up to Carson, the father, to save his sealed daughter.


So.

Asha quietly raised her hand to begin undoing the seal, while Carson approached Alicia and opened the vial.

With each of Asha's gestures, the lights of the mana stone dimmed one by one.

The mana chains binding Alicia also broke with a clinking sound, one by one.

A gasping breath can be heard.

The heartbeat that had been stopped for a year slowly begins to sound.

The small body that had been floating in the air falls with a thud into Carson's arms as he stood below.


And so.

The vial in Carson's hand carefully touches Alicia's lips.

The reagent flows through her mouth, naturally going down her throat while she's still unconscious.

A gulping sound is heard.

The dark liquid that filled the vial flowed completely down Alicia's throat without a single drop remaining.

"..."

"..."

We watched Alicia, holding our breath.

Asha prepared to seal her again in case something went wrong, while Carson trembled anxiously as he looked at Alicia, who still hadn't opened her eyes.

In truth, even if she drank the inhibitor, we couldn't know if there would be any visible changes.

The golem hadn't said that ash-colored hair or eyes would change to a different color.

So we could only confirm it when Alicia opened her eyes and regained consciousness.

"Ain, my daughter..."

"Her eyelids moved."

"...Ah."

Carson looked back and forth between me and Alicia with an anxious expression.


And.

Slowly.

Alicia opens her eyes.

Her eyelids flutter and her dazed eyes reveal their color.

"Ah..."

Her voice is very hoarse from crying non-stop a year ago.

"Aah..."

Unable to speak properly, she makes an "aah" sound.

However.

No tears flow. These aren't the eyes that were overflowing with all kinds of emotions.

Alicia is staring intently at Carson.

"Fa... ther."

"Y-yes. Alicia...! Are you... are you regaining consciousness...?!"

She nods.

She hasn't lost her sanity.

"I feel... like I had a dream... A nightmare..."

"It's okay. It's okay. It was all just a nightmare. Everything's fine now, Alicia... You won't have nightmares anymore."

Though she's still coughing and barely making sounds, she smiles brightly in his arms after hearing Carson's words.

"Yes... Then I'll... sleep a little more..."

"Sure... Sleep well, my daughter..."

She closes her eyes again and her breathing sounds quite normal.



And so.

Now all that can be heard is Carson's choked sobbing.
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And so we all returned to Carson's restaurant together.

Alicia was laid down on the bed in the room, and Carson was preparing some simple food.

So.

I spoke to Adrian, who was snickering about how everything had worked out well.

"I feel like I'm raining on the parade here, but we're leaving again in three days."

"...What? Weren't we supposed to stay in the valley from now on?"

If the ash suppressant hadn't been effective, it would be a different story, but for now, Alicia's condition is stable.

So fortunately, three days should be enough.

"Can't you tell from the fact that we left our other companions behind? We're planning to stay just three more days in case Alicia shows any unusual symptoms."

"No, no. What's the rush that you're only staying for three measly days? A year... tsk. You should at least stay for a month, you jerk."

Adrian says this with a stern face.

I thought this guy would take it lightly, but it seems he doesn't like the idea of us leaving again.

"We'd really like to, but we only got permission for three days."

"From whom? Don't tell me it's old man Horn? Bring him here, I'll try to persuade him."

Unfortunately, that's not the case.

If it had been old man Horn, I would have persuaded him long ago, but the people who gave us permission are incomparable to him.

"The Hero and the Saint."

"What."

"Why do you think I'm still alive after fighting the Hero? It's because I got my ass kicked, got captured, and am being dragged around."

I rattled the shackles on my limbs.

Adrian stared blankly at my shackles for a moment, as if organizing his thoughts, then blurted out his answer.

"But... you're a weakling, aren't you? Why would they bother taking you? I'm trying to understand, but it doesn't make sense."

This bastard, why is this his conclusion?

"...If I'm a weakling, then what are you, someone who got beaten by me?"

"That was only possible because you had some overpowered equipment, you pathetic weakling. Oh, maybe they needed your wife's magic and had no choice but to take you as a package deal? That at least makes sense."

I'm dumbfounded.

But it's not strange for Adrian to react this way.

In reality, Asha's magic was much more useful, and it's hard to conclude that I, who lost all my equipment in just that one year, accomplished anything significant.

As I always say, I was a human without mana.

"I should just stop talking to you."

"Don't want to use words? Then shall we fight? Hmm... come to think of it, I need to re-establish the pecking order."

So Adrian was quite confident.

The corners of his mouth curled up slightly as he approached and tapped my shoulder.

"Hey, you're going to get yourself killed for real."

"You're going to get yourself killed for real~"

"...This is driving me crazy."

"Driving you crazy~ Getting scared? If you bow your head and beg properly, I might let you off once."

I understand why he's being so cocky, since I'm a human without a drop of mana who has also lost his equipment.

Recalling the past, when I was beaten to dust even on that rainy day, he might think his opportunity has finally come.

"Adrian."

"What? Finally ready to bow your head?"

"I'm warning you because it's you, but you should only do what you can handle."

So I decided to let it slide this time.

I hoped he would stop at my warning, recalling our past memories.

"Hmm, I'm enjoying this. You've learned to put on airs from the Hero~ Kid, have you forgotten that I'm someone who's survived even after killing royalty?"

"Haah...."

Of course, Adrian wasn't the type to heed warnings.

Despite my final consideration, he chuckled and placed his hand on my head.

"I should call Declan, Blake, Ismel, and all the other guys too~ Since it's been a while, let's have an initiation ceremony cum sparring match, Ain."

"..."

"Scared?"

I sighed deeply and began to unfasten my shackles.

The Hero had clearly said it.

Even if I had to wear the shackles all the time normally, I could remove them when necessary.

And now seems to be that time.

The shackles released from my wrists fell to the restaurant floor with a thud.

The wooden floor where the shackles fell was not just dented but broken, with the shackles deeply embedded.

That's because, whatever alloy they were made of, the weight was no joke.

"...Huh?"

"Follow me."

Adrian stared at the scene for a moment, then began to fidget as if sensing something ominous.

Each time a shackle fell to the floor, the floor broke.

"Hmm... should we eat first?"

"Don't sit back down, get up, Adrian."

It would have been fortunate if he had sensed something was wrong earlier, but now it's too late.

And so.

After removing all the shackles, I spoke to Asha.

"Asha. Could you please repair the broken floor?"

"Yes, Ain."

Asha nodded and waved her hand as if seeing us off.

As she smiled brightly, showing no concern at all, Adrian kept biting his lips, seemingly feeling increasingly uneasy.

"Ain."

"Yes."

"Go easy on him, just go easy."

"We'll see how well he bows his head."

I nodded to Asha and then stepped outside the restaurant.

With all the shackles removed, my body feels incredibly light.

Since there had never been a situation where I needed to remove them until now, it's a feeling of liberation I'm experiencing after a very long time.

"Huh? Where are you going! I just finished making the food, you guys!"

Just then, Carson was coming out of the kitchen with the completed dishes.

"We'll be back before it gets cold, so go ahead and eat first."

"Hmm, alright! Come back soon!"

"Yeah, yeah."

I answered Carson's instruction to hurry back, then opened the restaurant door and went outside.

And.

Only then did Adrian speak.

"Ain, we should at least eat before going..."

"What are you saying, you bastard."

"Ah."

Adrian finally sensed his fate.

"Get ready to be my personal punching bag for the next three days."

"I don't know what's going on, but can't you let me off just this once...?"

This guy's problem has always been his lack of awareness.

"Wipe that expression off your face, Adrian. Like you said, we need to call Declan, Blake, and Ismel to establish the pecking order, so why do you look like you're about to die? Smile."

"Haha, fuck."

And so I went hunting for other prey along with Adrian.

Looking back, the past year was absolutely shitty no matter how I think about it.

At first, I couldn't even properly bear the weight of the shackles.

The forcibly attached shackles were not a weight that an ordinary human could handle, so I often had to crawl like an animal.

And the only time I could remove those shackles was when I had to cross swords with the Hero.

So.

For the first half year, I had to experience the feeling of my arms falling off almost every day.

"It's because you lack muscle. Your weak body can't handle it."

"Ugh, keuugh...! That's not normal...!"

The Hero always looked down at me as I lay face down on the ground, trembling and enduring the pain.

"How long will you keep making excuses? Did you think becoming stronger was such an easy task?"

"...Hng. Ugh, keuugh...!"

"Go get treated by Rua and come back. We don't have much time."

This process wasn't just once a day.

I had to endure the pain of my arms breaking dozens of times every day.

And when I finally managed to swing a sword properly without my arms breaking after about half a year, the Hero nodded with a grin.

That was the second time I saw the Hero smile.

And so a year passed.

I became able to swing a sword even with the shackles on.

Now my sword naturally made that grinding sound.

The Hero told me I could finish off a Paladin in two exchanges.

Yet when asked if I could defeat the Demon King, I couldn't bring myself to answer.

Still, I had grown.

In the vast open space stood Adrian and me.

Declan, Blake, and Ismel, whom Adrian had brazenly dragged along with a shameless smile saying he didn't want to die alone, were also there, along with a few others.

I looked at them with a somewhat languid expression.

"How do you want to do this?"

"W-what do you mean?"

Adrian, that bastard, is stuttering.

This situation wouldn't have happened if he had backed down earlier, so I don't see the point in him acting like this now.

"Ah, just all come at me at once. The food's getting cold."

I said that and drew my sword.

The others finally seemed to sense something was off, turning their heads sharply.

They had come with such confidence to beat me up, but now they were gradually sensing the strange atmosphere.

It feels light.

Unlike before, the sword feels so light that I don't even need to hold it with both hands.

It's a fresh feeling.

My heartbeat remains calm even as I tell these guys, who used to be challenging in one-on-one duels, to all come at me together.

And.

The first one to prepare to charge was Declan.

"Ain."

"What?"

"I'm sparing your life."

His pupils are trembling slightly. Like Adrian, he's also slow to realize.

"Depends on what I see."

"Huu... alright. Here I come."

As Declan raises his sword, the others all begin at once.

The vanguards immediately stomp the ground. The mages cast spells, and the archers shoot arrows.

It reminds me of the past.

Before leaving the valley, when I faced multiple opponents at once in preparation for a battle with the Papal State's pursuit team, my body was covered in wounds.

Crack-

I remember lying sprawled on the ground, still grinning and saying I could handle up to three Paladins on my own.

Just like then, arrows and magic fly toward me.

Back then, I would have used my magic resistance robe, gauntlets, and armor to counter and defend.

I would have been busy blocking and dodging in a messy, desperate way, using all my strength and doing my best.

However.

I don't do that now.

One breath. One blink.

Following the path of the sword, my hair flutters.

There's that grinding sound.

Without armor, gauntlets, or robes, I make a long stroke with the ordinary longsword I was holding toward the air.

The sword extends to bisect the sky.

Magic and arrows.

Everything flying toward me crumbles before it can even reach me.

That sight cools the heat of the battle that has just begun.

"Sword energy...?"

"No... that's not mana."

I hear murmurs. The eyes of those who were charging as vanguards widen.

Declan lowers his sword like someone who has lost the will to fight and speaks.

"Ain, you... What on earth did you...?"

"Raise your sword."

"..."

Perhaps because I've been with the Hero for a whole year, the Hero's manner of speaking and behavior have rubbed off on me a bit.

"Those who give up after just one attempt should be prepared to get beaten like dogs."

"Ha, haha.... You've come back completely insane, Ain."

Of course, I quickly put aside such idle thoughts and took my stance again.

The expressions of those facing me had already become like they were looking at a monster.

Declan let out a hollow laugh and raised his sword again, surrounding himself with aura.

Adrian prepares high-level magic in the sky with serious eyes.

And.

I swing my sword toward them once more.

Grrrk-

The bizarre roar that I've now grown accustomed to travels along my sword.
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And so.

After beating them all up, I returned to Carson's restaurant, where Alicia was already awake and munching on her food.

Unfortunately, my food seemed to have cooled down a bit, as it was no longer steaming.

"Ah, the food's cold."

"...You should've just hit them moderately, you bastard."

"You should've just bowed your head when I gave you the chance, you idiot."

I suppose subduing them was quick, but I might have wasted too much time beating them up one by one.

Thinking this, I sat back down and put on the shackles I had removed earlier.

Disgustingly heavy.

The feeling of liberation I experienced after so long didn't even last 30 minutes.

And Carson, who had been smiling while blankly watching Alicia eat, spoke when he saw the state of the guys who followed me in.

"Wait, why do all your faces look like that...?"

"Can't you tell by looking, Carson? We messed with Ain and got beaten so badly there wasn't even dust left."

Adrian let out a deep sigh.

Among those who entered the restaurant with me, he looked the worst. I had beaten him for over five minutes while he screamed for mercy.

So Carson looked at each of them one by one and finally burst into laughter.

"Pfft... kuhub. Kuhahak!! Didn't you all say you could beat him up if he didn't have that equipment?"

"...This guy is just crazy. He learned something unbelievably bizarre."

Adrian collapsed into an empty seat as if in despair. Of course, the other guys also found empty seats and sat down.

"Pfuhehe... what on earth did you do to them, Ain!"

"Well, these guys wouldn't believe what I said. So I just made them believe."

"Kuhahak! In conclusion, that hierarchy sorting only took 30 minutes! Well done!"

Carson laughed as he patted Alicia's head. Then he headed to the kitchen to prepare food for the guys who had just come in.

Groans could be heard from all around. Every one of them was slumped over the table, moaning.

Of course, I just glanced at them once before starting to eat my cold food.

It's somewhat disappointing.

I thought I had gotten quite strong, but I guess not strong enough to beat them up and return before the food got cold.

"Sip... maybe I need to increase my training. I thought I could return before it got cold, but I couldn't."

"I told you to beat them moderately."

Asha looks at me muttering like that and lets out a laugh.

"Hmm, I think I did beat them moderately."

"Looking at Adrian's face, it wasn't moderate at all."

She had already finished her food some time ago and was resting her chin on her hand while looking at me after clearing her empty plate.

She blinks leisurely and slightly raises the corners of her mouth.

She reaches out to straighten my disheveled clothes and naturally caresses my cheek.

She's truly beautiful.

Her fluttering hair, her sparkling eyes, her snow-white skin, and her slender yet distinct curves—all of it.

I think about this every time, but if she weren't ash-colored, she could have lived her entire life comfortably just because of her beauty.

"I know that too."

"I haven't said anything yet."

"I'm pretty, you know."

Unlike before, she's become quite shameless, which might be a flaw, but the more I see it, the more charming it becomes.

And.

Whenever this woman looks at me, she always raises the corners of her mouth with a look of being in love.

Of course, sometimes that emotion overflows excessively, making me fear the night at times, but Asha is still enduring it well.

In other words, we're holding out with the excuse that the situation is what it is.

'You know there's no excuse after we defeat the Demon King, right, Ain?'

I remember her saying that while drooling. I still vividly remember her trembling hands, saying she didn't know what would happen if she had to hold back.

That's definitely etched in my memory.

I had received confirmation that she would hold back only until then.

If you ask why we have to hold back so much, there was, of course, a reason.

As I mentioned before, the desires and obsessions of the ash-colored can be classified into four main categories.

Ash-colored with strong survival instincts hide underground and create their own territory, while those with strong violent and murderous desires commit massacres.

The above two cases are typical ash-colored.

Since most ash-colored were ostracized and hated from childhood, they usually become like the above.

That's the biggest reason why ash-colored are evaluated as disasters.

However.

Asha is a bit different from those.

Because I reached out to her first from childhood, she became an ash-colored different from her original destiny.

The obsession she harbors is affection or love for me, or if not that, sexual desire.

And ash-colored who are obsessed with affection imprison and bind their partners to keep them by their side for life.

Moreover, the partners of ash-colored who show obsession with love or sexual desire... to put it simply, they say they die from being squeezed dry.

Just to be sure, I asked the golem, and there were numerous cases from ancient times.

So be careful not to get pounced on.

People often say that dying during sex is a good way to go, but no matter what, I don't want to die.

Carson hummed a song as he prepared the food.

The guys with bruises all over their faces were gradually healing with magic and started eating the completed food they received.

And there was one guy who approached the table where Asha, Alicia, and I were sitting.

"So how do you do that technique, Ain?"

The one who asked was Declan.

"Why?"

"I'm a swordsman too. I think about reaching that level every day, every moment."

Declan said this while holding ice to the parts where I had beaten him.

His eyes sparkle.

He shows childlike expectation, as if looking forward to something new he didn't know.

In fact, Declan was the one who had held out the longest during the assault disguised as sparring.

So I casually spoke to him.

"Well, if you want to know, I can certainly tell you."

"...Really?"

"To be precise, the method itself is simple. Whether you can achieve it depends solely on your effort and perseverance."

"Then please, Ain!"

My words must have sounded quite positive to him, as he thrust his head forward.

Declan, who had kept his mouth shut even while being beaten like a dog, now wiggled his butt in excitement at just those few words.

I found it somewhat ridiculous and let out a chuckle.

"Sure, whatever. First, deplete all the mana in your body. After that, they say it's easier to awaken the sense if you use only trained muscles."

"Oh, ohh... what's next?"

I mixed what the Hero had roughly told me while teaching me with my own experiences.

Declan, filled with expectation, brought his ear closer as if trying to clearly engrave my words.

"Swing with all your might."

"Oh...? Hmm, and then?"

And with each word I continued, he gradually stiffened his sparkling expression.

"At first, it's impossible to do it with one hand, so grab the sword with both hands and go all out."

"...Surely that's not the end?"

"It is."

His face, which had been full of expectation, now looked dead. That face was mixed with doubt and a bit of cursing.

But there's nothing more I can explain.

You have to swing the sword using only muscles. Since it's difficult to do it with one hand from the start, it's better to grab it with both hands. In that state, swing the sword with all your might.

Thinking about it, that's all there is to it.

Still, it wasn't like saying, 'When you swing it with a swoosh, the space will split with a crack,' so I thought I explained it quite well.

"Ain, what kind of nonsense is this? I can't tell if you're explaining it terribly or if you just don't want to tell me."

Seeing Declan's reaction, it seems it wasn't a good explanation at all.

Declan was now frowning deeply as he spat out his response.

So.

Seeing him like that, I scratched my head and then, as if just remembering something, clapped my hands and tried to appease him.

"Ah, aah. There's one more thing. I forgot something important. Sorry, Declan."

"Yes! That's what I want you to tell me! I was about to be disappointed in you, Ain!"

Come to think of it, I almost forgot the most important thing.

"Both your arms have to snap off with a thud because they can't withstand the burden of the sword strike."

It's meaningless if your arms don't break.

Your arms must definitely fall to the ground with a thud, and there must be a process of writhing in pain.

"...Is that the most important part?"

"Yeah, I thought about it, and that's the most important. From my experience of going through it multiple times, it doesn't work unless your arms break."

I said this to him with a smile. I nodded with certainty.

Giving up being a normal human to live a normal life.

That was the most important thing.

And.

"...Ha. Haha."

When I finished speaking, he looked at me and laughed dejectedly.

"Why are you laughing? I seriously told you."

"Kuh, hu... ha, right. You've always been like this."

Declan was still chuckling and saying something incomprehensible.

"What? You asked me to tell you, and I did, so why are you saying something else?"

"Ha, haha... I'm sorry, but I don't think I can follow that."

He looks at me with an expression that contains a strange emotion, neither disappointment nor helplessness.

"Hmm? Why? It's not as difficult as you might think."

"Well..."

If you just make up your mind to do it, you can succeed without much difficulty.

Even though I said that, he shook his head.

"If you just get the feel for it once, it will continue afterward. And after about half a year, your arms won't break anymore."

"I think there's one more condition you're not telling me."

Even to my words that you could achieve the crazy feat of cutting space without your arms breaking after just half a year of suffering, he instead said something irrelevant.

"No, I really told you everything that came to mind. Ah, if you're talking about the difference in having the Hero as a teacher..."

"Desperation."

"..."

He said that.

Declan looked back and forth between me and Asha and spat it out.

"From what I see, it's impossible without desperation."

"..."

"And I'm probably not as desperate as you. If I had to continue such a thing for over half a year, I would probably go crazy before that."

He.

He called my small wish to live a normal life "desperation."

"...I don't think it's that serious."

"It is that serious. Stupid Ain."

Declan stood up from his seat.

Laughing dejectedly, he picked up his sword again and, as he moved toward the table where he had originally sat, he spoke to me.

"Ain."

"What."

"I forgot that you were someone who struggled until your whole body was broken."

He raises the corners of his mouth.

And that goes for the other guys who were quietly listening to the conversation between me and Declan.
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Unfortunately, time in the valley passed quickly.

Alicia showed no unusual symptoms.

She followed Carson around with the same blank expression as before.

Of course, she still held memories of her mother.

She said she was sad. She said it was unfair.

She apologized to Carson for being ash-colored. She shed a few tears, saying it was her fault.

Yet her emotions never overflowed beyond that, merely rippling on the surface of her hands.

There was no sign of that thick, sticky, dark, deep feeling that seemed like it would sink.

The face of the girl who busily followed Carson with small steps was peaceful.

So.

"Doesn't seem to be any problem, right?"

"Yes, it looks that way to me too."

Asha and I muttered while watching Alicia.

"The effect is better than I expected. I don't know how long it will last, but I'll leave dozens of bottles here before we go."

"Hmm, I wish I could drink it too."

Asha pouted with disappointment.

The ash suppressant is definitely a suppressant. And as Avery said, it's definitely poison.

Unlike when she went berserk a year ago, Alicia couldn't use magic.

No mana could be sensed from her. It had decreased to a level no different from an ordinary person.

Whether it also reduced physical abilities was unknown, but since it was a reagent that could be considered poison, the possibility was high.

Of course, the effects of the suppressant would gradually return as it wore off.

So she would just need to take the next suppressant around that time.

"Maybe I should just drink it and run away from the Hero and Saint..."

"If you drink it, you won't be able to teleport either, so wouldn't you get caught within a week?"

"Not so easy, huh."

Asha clicked her tongue and turned her head.

Her eyes, which had been on Alicia, now focused solely on me.

"So let's hurry up and defeat the Demon King, Ain."

"Hmm, that's not easy either."

Her cheeks flush.

She quietly approaches and whispers.

"Ain, I want a daughter like Alicia too."

"...Nothing is easy."

She pokes my side and licks her lips as if salivating over prey.

Her eyes curve into half-moons.

"Eleanor."

"..."

"Heehee."

She snickers like that and turns to leave first.

Nothing is easy.

Absolutely nothing is easy.


And then.

My eyes met Alicia's.

The girl looked alternately at Asha's retreating back and my face, then clenched her fist toward me as if to cheer me on.

With a blank expression, she muttered.

"...Good luck."

"Yeah, thanks..."

I thought she was just a small girl, but despite appearances, she seems quite perceptive.








Three days passed like that.

I woke up in the house that Horn had built.

When I glanced to the side, Asha was sleeping while hugging me, though she was supposed to be in another bed.

Actually, I didn't even need to look to the side since her face was buried in my neck.

"Asha."

"Mmm..."

I called the woman's name.

"We should head back soon."

"Just a little... just a little longer..."

She shook her head and wrapped her arms around me as if refusing.

"Stop pretending to be sleepy."

"Hmm... was it obvious?"

"You do this every morning, so how could it not be obvious?"

She's been doing this without fail every day.

At first, I thought she was really sleepy and left her alone, but then I caught her smiling.

So.

When I looked at Asha with disbelief, she giggled and got up.

"We're going to say goodbye, right?"

"Yes. It's better to say goodbye before leaving."

"Then let's hurry."

She left the blankets in disarray.

Adrian would clean up after we left anyway.





We opened the door and went outside.

"...What is this?"

What greeted us was a hastily prepared festival scene that had appeared overnight.

Adrian, who had been waiting for us in front of the door, tapped his knees and spoke.

"What do you mean 'what'? It's the harvest festival. I was dying of boredom waiting, you bastard."

"But it's winter here now?"

"Ah, did I not tell you? We haven't held the harvest festival this year yet. Someone said they were coming, but they were late, so the harvest festival is only happening now."

"..."

He said that with a grin.

He naturally raised his hand and gestured toward the people gathered a short distance away.

"You should hurry and sell cotton candy. You promised, right? This year, I'm a spectator."

"Ha, haha... You're all really unbelievable."

At the tip of Adrian's finger was the cotton candy booth we had promised last year, standing empty and waiting.

Children were gathered around.

Alicia, holding Carson's hand, was also visible.

It was quite different from the last festival.

The great mage who used to laugh softly is now gone, but the scenery she created remains vivid.

Asha and I stared blankly at the scene for a moment before letting out a helpless laugh and taking a step forward.


It was cotton candy at an unusual time.

Asha was making and handing out cotton candy to the children lined up.

Using the cotton candy magic that Selina had taught her, she manipulated it as if sculpting something.

"Wooow!"

"Wow!"

With a satisfied expression at the children's repeated exclamations of admiration, she used magic to create large cotton candy.

"Here you go. Next customer, please."

"Thank you, pretty lady!"

The way she greeted the child who looked alternately at the cotton candy and Asha with sparkling eyes was strangely similar to our daily routine at the grocery store.

'Thank you. Please visit our Elaina Grocery Store again.'

If I kept watching, it felt like those words should follow.

So, to reminisce, I kept staring at Asha's profile.

Asha glanced at me and said with a smug expression.

"I know."

"What?"

It was the same repertoire.

"That I'm pretty."

"That's not what I was thinking this time."

"..."

But I wasn't following the same repertoire.

Asha's expression cooled slightly.

While her hands were still busy making cotton candy, her ash-colored eyes stared at me intently.

"No... that's what I was thinking. I was just joking."

"Right?"

"...Yes. Wow, you're pretty."

Of course, whether it was the same repertoire or not didn't really matter.

Even if I denied it, it would always be forced to be the same by Asha anyway.





Anyway.

The festival continued, both long and short.

The people of the valley knew we had to leave soon.

By the time the sky started to darken, they immediately began lighting a large bonfire.

Come to think of it, there was no scene of people drinking heavily.

On the first day of the previous festival, it seemed like everyone was drinking, but while selling cotton candy and looking around, it seemed like a proper festival scene.

So I asked Adrian who was standing next to me.

"Hey, Adrian."

"What?"

"By the way, where's the alcohol? Last year it was a crazy festival with everyone just drinking."

He glared at me.

"That's because you came late. Because you came late, you bastard."

"Want to get hit again?"

"...I guess I shouldn't say that. It's just that we prepared in a hurry and couldn't bring alcohol."

Adrian said that while smacking his lips as if disappointed about not being able to drink.


And.

Meanwhile, the flames rose with a whoosh.

It was the empty space where Alicia had been sleeping.

The giant mana stone pillar and the now-smaller flower bed had become mere traces.

Unlike the last festival, everyone's expressions were bright.

It flows gently. The cool, cold wind subsides in the heat of the bonfire.

"Hey, Adrian."

"Are you leaving now?"

The guys sitting around the campfire sensed that our brief reunion was about to end again.

Their gazes gathered on me.

"Yeah. Next year... might be difficult."

"...What's difficult, you bastard? You have to come back next year and sell cotton candy."

Adrian said something nonsensical, but his expression was quite bitter.

"Well... I'll try."

"..."

The carriage was already prepared right next to us.

"Well then, you guys enjoy the rest."

"..."

I said that and got up from my seat, and Asha also quietly rose and drew magic circles around the carriage.

"See you all next time."

"..."

Farewells never become familiar.

Especially those without a set date.


I.

Thinking that, I got into the carriage and raised the corners of my mouth toward them.

"Smile, you bastard."

I said to Adrian, who had become gloomy.

"...Don't die."

"I won't. And you sell the cotton candy at the next festival."

"I don't want to."

But in the end, we both grinned at each other.

And Asha and I teleported again.





The air changed instantly.

The Hero and Saint appeared.

"We're back."

"Did you finish well?"

Horn, Avery, and the other companions had already packed their bags and gathered.

"Yes, thank you."

"Then let's set off again."

They got on, and the carriage moved forward again.










********










The eastern end.

I fell here.

Is the source of ash a disease, or a curse?

It's not clear.

It's too old to properly understand.

Too curse-like to be considered a disease, and healing magic doesn't work, so it can't be just a curse.


However, I can affirm one thing.

Ash is the result created by □□.

□□, which has finally become a medium for disaster, is here.

- Excerpt from "Records of a Forgotten Ancient Sinner" -
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The land, rotted and decayed.

No one dared to cross the boundary.

The colors were different. It was as if the line severed two different worlds.

Across the boundary, where I stood, everything was stained in ash—dreary and desolate.

All that remained on the ash-covered ground was me.

And two ashen vessels, walking listlessly without will, no different from corpses.

I had seen them in ancient texts.

They are □□. And they □□.

Having lost almost all of their original form, they guarded the boundary like specters.

They wandered around the only massive structure that could be called a building on this land.

I couldn't bring myself to attack them.

I'm certain that if I killed them, I could escape this place.

However.

I am also certain.

The moment I attack, I will surely die.

Though I've prided myself as a great mage all my life, I wouldn't even reach their feet.


- Excerpt from "Records of a Forgotten Ancient Criminal" -


********


Peaceful.

"Ah, here it is. Selina Floria, a great mage who appeared 240 years ago."

Though we were heading out to defeat the Demon King, the scene inside the carriage bumping along the road was quite tranquil.

The Saint spoke while holding a book.

"Hmm. Her skills were so overwhelming compared to other mages that she reigned supreme above all other great mages."

"...Is that not a lie?"

"Well, if history was recorded falsely, it could be. But I doubt they would exaggerate records about a criminal without reason."

"Ah, that's true."

Even if I had been curious, these were records that we had neither the authority nor qualification to access, yet she could easily obtain them.

The records of Selina, who had become a criminal, were the same.

Though it was a forbidden book unavailable to the public, the Saint had easily acquired it with just a few words.

"Hehe, let's continue reading. While she existed as a great mage, she redefined the foundations of modern magic, and since most of the magic she created was for commoners and children, she was revered like royalty in several countries."

"...That's unbelievable."

I thought Selina was quite remarkable, but I never expected her to be such an extraordinary figure.

As I pondered this, the Saint continued.

"However, she didn't just expose the reality of mages using abandoned orphans as experimental subjects—which was tacitly accepted at the time—but she also destroyed magic towers and massacred the mages involved in the experiments, causing her to fall into the status of a serious criminal."

"..."

That was the crime Selina hadn't fully disclosed to me.

She had made excuses about not remembering due to her age, but she simply didn't want to tell me.

"She was a good person. If it had been the present era instead of 240 years ago, she might have been revered rather than treated as a serious criminal."

"Well... she was that kind of person."

The Saint said this and then smiled, handing me the book she was holding.

"If you want to read about others, feel free to look for yourself."

"Ah, yes. Thank you."

So I took the thick record and opened it.

It didn't take long to find the records I wanted.

Adrian.
A court mage who fled after massacring a prince who raped and murdered his fiancée, along with the royal family who turned a blind eye to such criminal acts.

Declan.
An elite knight who disobeyed his commander and superior's orders to kill even the children of enemy nations during war.

Blake.
A mage from the Red Magic Tower who blew up the entire royal palace to eliminate the military forces that had overthrown the previous king through a coup.

Ismel.
An underground mage from the slums who killed all the pursuers from the Papal State when his wife, who was researching religious history, was accused of heresy due to someone's report.

The reasons why these guys fled to the valley were all written down.

Moreover.

As if it were the latest revised edition, when I flipped to the very end, my name and crime were also recorded.

Ain.
An adventurer from the Empire who had been helping and hiding the Ashen Witch since childhood, labeled as an Ashen Witch supporter. Fled after disobeying the Papal State pursuit team's order to hand over the Ashen Witch.

Currently, pursuit has been suspended due to the intervention of the Hero and Saint.

"...This is bullshit."

I didn't kill anyone, just traveled around, yet I ended up like this just for being associated with the Ashen Witch and being her supporter.

Anyway, they're all bastards.

And then.

"If it's bullshit, pick up the dumbbell."

That voice came from the driver's seat.

Actually, the Hero, who had been smacked on the back by the Saint, was driving the carriage.

"I don't want to."

"Then prepare yourself for what's coming."

"...There's another bastard right here."

I sighed at the Hero's warning and picked up the dumbbell instead of the book.

It's disgustingly heavy.

He had already increased the weight, saying I should be able to lift this much by now.


By the way.

I'm not sure why the Hero got smacked by the Saint.

What did he say again?

Something about not thinking of everything as just exercise.

It was just amusing to see the Saint, grumpy from early morning, kicking the Hero in the shin.




Anyway.

Though it's a bit late to explain, the end of our journey isn't that far.

The territory of the demon race is just beyond two or three countries.

So in terms of distance, it was quite close, which often made me feel impatient.

I wondered why we weren't heading straight to capture the Demon King.

While I understood the mindset of helping people and that it's good to help along the way...

"Don't be too hasty. These moments can only be savored now, right?"

The Saint, who oddly leisurely extended her hand to people, smiled gently at my urging and said so.

And even the Hero, whose head seemed to be filled only with exercise and defeating the Demon King, didn't deny her words.

Couldn't we help people on our way back after defeating the Demon King?

Wouldn't it be better to help with everyone's blessings after a triumphant return?

Even when I raised such objections, all I received was a gentle smile.

I don't get it.

I can't understand their intentions at all.

In truth, the contents of the novel had become hazy in my memory.

It was already full of things I didn't know.

Having read only about half of it, I had no way of knowing what ending it was heading toward.

I, who had wanted to escape from the eye of the storm, had now entered right into the center, holding the hand of a woman who might have been a disaster.

Just.

I follow the backs of the two protagonists of this world.

Just as any ending is made happy by the protagonists, I hope this journey too will grasp happiness through their hands.




And so.

The carriage that had been racing forward arrived at a new city.

Unlike the previous farming village, this time we were greeted by quite large and majestic walls.

And the Hero, who was driving the carriage, turned his head toward the Saint and spoke.

"Rua."

"Yes, Hero."

His expression was slightly furrowed.

He glanced at the city walls and the scenery barely visible beyond them with displeasure.

"There's a foul smell."

"Yes, I'll prepare."

Even though the city was still far away, he said so.

After saying there was a foul smell, he clicked his tongue.

Moreover, upon hearing this, the Saint immediately began rummaging through the luggage box.


So.

I asked her with curiosity.

"Saint?"

"Yes, what is it?"

She was taking out forged identification cards from the luggage box and one by one pulling out clothes that nobles would wear, tilting her head.

"I'm sorry, but we haven't even reached the city yet."

"Ah~ Of course, the Hero might seem like an exercise-obsessed idiot and a lunatic on the surface..."

She smiles brightly at my question and doesn't hesitate to badmouth the Hero.

"Rua, I can hear everything."

"So what? Anyway, he might seem that way, but his intuition is quite animal-like. If the Hero speaks like that, it's almost certain."

She sharply cuts off the Hero's voice coming from the driver's seat and continues.

So, in other words, the Hero's intuition had been activated.

"...So what are those ID cards and noble clothes for?"

"Well, if we announce that the Hero and Saint have arrived, all the unsavory and unpleasant things will be hidden away, so disguise is essential, don't you think?"

Despite my continued questions and doubts, the Saint replied with a smile as if it were no big deal.

"Impersonating nobility and forging IDs are blatantly illegal, Saint."

"Hehe, protecting the Ashen Witch and her supporter is an even bigger illegal act."

"..."

Unlike her seemingly benevolent and gentle appearance, she has a personality that doesn't yield to anyone.

"If you dislike illegal activities so much, would you prefer to be executed?"

"Illegality is the best after all. I'm always ready, Saint."

"Good~ Then I'll give you a good role, so please wait."

"...Yes."

In other words.

She's the Hero's fantasy partner who can smile brightly at someone's face and casually say things like, "Don't like it? Then die."
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Before entering the city, the Saint stopped the carriage and began her explanation.

"We won't all be going in. Only the Hero, myself, Ain, and... yes, Eileen will enter the city. The others will wait here."

"Why?"

Asha's eyes immediately turned cold as she glared at the Saint, but the Saint simply smiled as if it were no big deal.

"Well, such a large group would inevitably draw attention. Two noble ladies with a mercenary guard and a slave isn't a bad combination."

"..."

"Besides, I believe you know that those with ash-colored magic are more easily detected near borders and in major cities."

Asha's lips pouted.

She approached me and poked my side as if displeased.

However, the compatibility between the Saint and those with ash-colored magic was quite clear, so there was nothing that could be done about her complaints.

While their relationship wasn't bad, there was definitely a forced hierarchy between them.

But wait.

Something about that combination seemed off.

Two noble ladies, a mercenary guard, and a slave.

It felt ominous.

There was one role that seemed unnecessarily added.

So I asked the Saint.

"...Don't tell me I'm the slave?"

"Yes, those crude shackles are perfect for a slave. Do you like your role?"

As I suspected, I was the slave.

The Saint, seemingly excited, even whistled as she pointed at the shackles on my limbs.

I didn't like it at all.

However.

Seeing her bright smile, it was clear she had no intention of changing the roles.

"Since Eileen is nobility... Here! This whip is for beating your slave whenever you're bored. Please act the part of a cruel noble lady."

"Wow~ Thank you, Saint~ Come here! Hyah! Hyah!"

No.

Is she insane?

Eileen happily accepted the whip from the Saint and smiled brightly.

"...Couldn't you just remove these shackles and treat me as a mercenary instead?"

I immediately suggested an alternative, hoping to express my grievance.

"Are you seriously suggesting you can handle the muscle loss from removing those shackles? Can you really handle it?"

"What an asshole, seriously."

Surprisingly, the response came from a different direction.

The Hero, lifting a dumbbell, crushed my suggestion by asking if I could handle the muscle loss.

And so.

I changed into shabby slave attire.

"Oh, it suits you well."

"That's not a compliment, Saint."

"I know~"

"..."

The Saint, now dressed like nobility, laughed softly.

Beside her stood Eileen, holding a whip and smiling mischievously.

Both had different makeup than usual, making it a proper disguise.

And then.

"Hero."

"Why are you calling me, Rua?"

The Hero was still in his original attire, holding a dumbbell.

"Could you please put down the dumbbell and change your clothes as I asked?"

"I heard you."

"Then what are you doing now?"

"I still have five sets left."

At the Hero's calm response, the Saint naturally pulled out the mace hidden at her waist.

"Shall we switch roles?"

"...I'll change. I can still exercise after changing."

"That's bullshit. Don't even think about bringing the dumbbell inside."

With each of the Hero's responses, the Saint raised her mace higher.

"Muscle loss... Well, rest helps muscle growth."

"Good thinking. Let's depart as soon as you change."

"Fine."

The Saint continued to smile while holding up her mace until the Hero completely changed his clothes and put down the dumbbell.

The further you get from the center, the security might become stricter, but true nature is revealed.

There's a raw scent in the air.

Rough.

Fierce and strong.

Their behavior shows frivolity, and their speech could often be called vulgar.

So.

For those who have lived on the frontier, leading with fists and displaying power works better than discussing etiquette.

"Step aside and don't bother us."

Eileen wore perfume for the first time in a while.

With an arrogant, languid expression befitting nobility, she pushed away the head of a guard who was trying to search them.

"Oh, perhaps you underlings also enjoy the whip?"

"Urgh..."

Then came the sound: Crack!

That was the sound of a whip striking my back.

"Hahaha, look at how he squirms when hit with the whip. Isn't it amusing?"

"..."

Crazy woman.

Eileen continued to swing the whip at me without any guilt, smiling brightly.

Of course, it was effective.

The guards who had been aggressively trying to search the carriage hesitated at Eileen's intimidating aura.

Setting aside the fact that my back was stinging with pain, the guards eventually looked at Eileen as if she were mentally ill and whispered among themselves.

"Slave, don't just take the beating silently. Squeal like a pig. It's boring when you don't scream."

"..."

"The slave isn't answering?"

Crack!

"You, you dog..."

"A slave dares to speak?"

Crack!

After being endlessly beaten like that, the whispering guards finally spoke to Eileen.

"...We've checked enough, you can pass through."

"Tsk... If you had let us through earlier, my slave wouldn't have been beaten like this. Let's go."

It was quite effective.

And then.

After entering the city, Eileen smiled broadly at me as I walked alongside the carriage.

"That felt good!"

"You fucking bitch."

Crack!

No, damn it. Why hit me again?

"So talkative. Slaves should walk with their mouths shut."

"You're truly insane, I'll deal with you later—ARGH!"

"This lowlife dares to talk back!"

Crack!

It seems hanging around Horn has made her even more deranged.

And so.

We found suitable lodgings and went inside.

"Eileen, you have talent for acting! You truly are nobility after all."

"I've seen a lot!"

The Saint was busy chatting with Eileen while treating the visible whip marks on my back.

"Hehe, just because you've seen something doesn't mean you can imitate it."

"I put all my pent-up frustrations into it!"

The person who got beaten and the person receiving praise are different.

The whole scene is bizarre.

"Hey, Sir Hero."

"I'm busy, don't talk to me."

One crazy woman still excited, going "Hyah! Hyah!" while playing with the whip.

"Your disciple got beaten and you don't have a single word to say?"

"I don't recall raising a disciple who whimpers over something like that."

One strange person clapping and enjoying the sight of someone being beaten like a dog.

"You bastard."

"Pick up the dumbbell. I brought it secretly."

"Saint, this bastard secretly brought a dumbbell."

And one guy whose head contains nothing but thoughts of dumbbells.

"Hero, did you find my words amusing?"

"Ah."

I'll say it again, this is truly a bizarre scene.

Anyway.

After the situation had somewhat settled, the Saint was the first to speak.

"First, I apologize for having you whipped as a slave. But there was a reason for it."

"...Perhaps you didn't like my attitude?"

"That's right~"

"..."

Ah.

If she weren't the one who saved my life, I would have drawn my sword immediately. What a shame.

The Saint, finding my expression amusing, giggled and began her explanation.

"I'm just kidding. Do you know anything about this city's characteristics?"

"No. I don't even know the city's name yet."

Neither I, Eileen, nor the Hero, whose head contained nothing but muscles and exercise, knew anything about this city.

"The city's name is Barba, a major city at the edge of the Sillon Republic's border."

"Um... I've never heard of it."

I still don't know anything.

Before being chased by the pursuit team, I used to research information about our destinations diligently, but now I just follow along without knowing much.

"Well... it's a city that symbolizes freedom, but a different kind of freedom than what the Sarabati Republic pursues."

"A different freedom?"

"Legalization of non-human slaves, nighttime black markets, and underground fighting arenas. These three primarily represent the freedom this city pursues."

"Ah."

I think I understand what kind of freedom they're pursuing.

It's a strange city that permits barbaric and primitive activities.

"So the slave role was necessary. I didn't assign it just to torment you, okay?"

The Saint explained that assigning me the slave role wasn't meant to torment me.

However.

"Hyah!"

"...This one seems to have just wanted to torment me."

Eileen looked like she simply wanted to swing the whip at me.

"Hmm, this might have been a mistake in role assignment... But the acting was good, so let's just say it worked out?"

"No, it didn't."

I glared at Eileen while speaking to the Saint, who awkwardly raised the corners of her mouth and changed the subject.

"Anyway~ We'll investigate the places I mentioned. The slave market, black market, and underground fighting arena."

"Well, yes. I understand."

"Just note that these are legally operated in this city, so be aware of the boundary between legal and illegal activities."

The Saint said this while pinching the Hero's side hard.

"That hurts."

"Did you hear everything, Hero?"

"Didn't you say to destroy everything?"

Of course, he hadn't listened at all.

The Hero was focused on his dumbbell rather than the Saint's explanation.

"...Put that dumbbell down right now."

"Hmm, muscle loss... Alright, I'll listen."

The Saint smiled and twisted his side muscles.

Her grip must have been incredibly strong, as the muscles twisted with a cracking sound.

"Hyah!"

Ah, would you just shut up already.
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Night falls.

The city that seeks dark freedom begins to glow as the sky sinks into darkness.

It's a different scene from the red-light district of Tevris.

Damp and lewd.

Rough and fierce.

The smell of raw flesh permeates the air.

As night gradually approaches, what greets us as we leave our lodging are slave traders openly displaying their wares on the street.

"Hey there, noble sir! Forget that scrawny one and look at this specimen!"

Someone shouts at a passing nobleman, thrusting forward the leash they're holding.

The slave being dragged by the leash and presented to the nobleman has lost the light of intelligence in their eyes.

They're completely naked.

They make no attempt to cover their body marked with countless whip scars. With a resigned gesture, as if they've lost all sense of shame, they kneel down.

It's quite an explicit and barbaric sight, but none of us frown at it.

The Hero steps forward as if looking at something familiar, while the Saint covers her mouth with a fan and smiles with her eyes.

Eileen resumes her act, putting on an arrogant expression.

The streets are quickly becoming crowded with people as we hurry along.

To be honest, I'm not sure what to make of it all.

Unlike the Hero, I don't possess animal-like instincts, so everything I see just feels blatantly sinister.

It was all ugly, and everything reeked of filth.

And so.

As I walk along, making my shackles clang with each step as usual, someone slyly approaches.

"Hehehe... Noble sir, if I may ask, does that slave of yours know how to fight?"

"Hmm? He does know how to fight, but who are you?"

He glances at me casually before addressing the Saint.

"Then, if it's not too presumptuous, would you consider a slave exchange... Ah, I'm a legal slave trader from Barba!"

"Hmm, what's this sudden talk of a slave exchange?"

Unlike her usual manner, the Saint doesn't use honorifics.

It would be quite strange for a noble to speak respectfully to a slave trader, after all.

"Yes, well, my slave is quite decent too, but she doesn't know how to fight, so she's not immediately useful to me."

"Why do you need a slave who can fight? That woman doesn't look too bad."

The Saint asks another question, seemingly curious about the slave trader's words, while glancing at the scantily clad female slave.

The slave trader chuckles, "Hehehe."

"It's for the underground arena! It's a shame this one is so weak she can only be used as a sex slave."

"Hmm, an underground arena..."

He claims he needs a slave for the underground arena and strikes his own slave with a whip.

The Saint tilts her head as if contemplating.

She seemed to be calculating which option would be easier and more reasonable.

"After all, if you win at the arena, you get prize money along with items from the black market!"

"If that's the case, I'd like to enter my own slave."

"Hehehe, getting an entry ticket is quite troublesome. I managed to get one, but I couldn't find a suitable slave to enter..."

After looking back and forth between the slave trader and the female slave, the Saint finally gave her answer.

"Well... Alright. Let's make the exchange."

What?

"Ohhh...! Thank you! If you have time, watching the underground arena wouldn't be a bad experience!"

"I'm sorry, but I don't particularly enjoy cruel spectacles. Take this slave and give me that woman."

Wait a minute.

How can she just sell me off like this out of nowhere?

"Hehehehe.... As you wish, noble lady. Come here, slave."

"..."

"Farewell. Try to win, if you can~"

The Saint waves at me with a smile on her lips.

I suppose winning is the mission she's entrusting me with, but still, how can she just discard me like some bartered goods?

I've said it many times, but if she weren't my lifesaver, I would have drawn my sword on her by now.

That woman who makes a perfect pair with the Hero.

And then.

While I stand there dumbfounded, my new master, the slave trader, lashes my back with his whip.

The Saint, Eileen, and the Hero walk away.

In the midst of it all, I could see the Hero's mouth moving. It clearly meant, "Be prepared if you return without winning."

"..."

"Hurry up and follow me!"

I was abandoned on the street with a collar around my neck, which locked with a click.

And so.

I was separated from my group and followed the slave trader.

The slave trader left the main street and navigated through alleyways.

As I followed him deeper into the city, increasingly sinister scenes unfolded.

"Ugh, mmph! Ahh, ah!"

In one alley, there were excited moans of women.

Absurd pamphlets advertising "sex slave sampling sessions" were scattered on the ground.

No one looks at these scenes as if they were strange. In this city, they simply wait for their turn as if it's all perfectly normal.

There's an Elf.

The woman, of course, wears a slave collar and stares blankly into space. Her breasts are smeared with pale semen.

There's a Dwarf.

His entire body is covered in whip marks. Perhaps still resisting, his face is beaten to a pulp.

Fairies and spirits were also displayed in some alleys.

Even those beyond human races, like Druids and Beastkin, were sold like objects with restraining shackles.

"..."

Of course, no one frowns upon this.

I found it disgusting, but the people I encountered in every alley were all snickering.

Even if it's legalized, I wonder if it wouldn't be better to just overthrow it all.

It makes me question whether this is truly legally right.
No, it's not even a question—it's a certainty.

However.

The Saint had said something beforehand.

"Usually, the sights in such a city will be blatantly ugly. It might be a different kind of ugliness than what the Hero mentioned, but it will be difficult to view with normal eyes."

She had already told me that the city's scenery would be full of things that make one frown.

"But don't draw your sword just because you think something isn't right. Find a definite justification to bring them down, and only draw your sword when I say it's okay."

She said we needed a justification to bring them down.

"Even as the Hero and Saint, we can't do everything as we please. Every action needs an appropriate excuse and justification to avoid criticism from higher-ups. Sadly, that's how the world works."

She explained that even though they were chosen by God, as long as they lived among humans, they couldn't escape those constraints.

"So when all preparations are complete and the moment comes to bring down the city, I'll shoot divine light into the sky like fireworks. You know what that means, right?"

The Saint smiled sweetly.

"Everyone should act according to that signal."

Asha nodded.

So.

"Ugh, mmph...! Stop, ah...! Please, stop...! Sob, ugh...!"

For now, I just follow orders.

"Grrgh...! You wretched bastards... You'll all be punished by heaven...! For doing such things..., gugh!"

It wasn't time yet to break free from the shackles.

The entrance to the underground arena appeared after passing through numerous alleys.

There were guards protecting a crude, unremarkable door, and they made way when the slave trader presented a ticket.

"Hehehe..."

"..."

The slave trader keeps chuckling for some reason.

Honestly, I wonder if he's mentally challenged.

In reality, I'm a human without mana, so I don't understand why he's so happy after trading for me like some bartered goods.

Or perhaps slaves are all individuals who can't handle mana.

Anyway.

True to its name as an underground arena, the path continued downward.

I could hear sounds.

The excited cheers of people, enthusiastic shouts, and plenty of mixed curses.

And when we had almost descended all the stairs, the slave trader addressed me.

"Hehe, I don't expect you to win, but at least make it to the main tournament so the ticket isn't wasted. If you can't do that, I'll sell you off again. Understand?"

"..."

"What insolence! A slave who doesn't even answer! Answer me!"

Slash-

"Ah... yes."

"How dare you! Don't answer like that! Arrogant and uncivilized bastard!"

Slash-

"..."

Ah, this damn whip.

Just looking at the pot-bellied slave trader's face makes me want to beat him up, but I can't do it right now, and it's frustrating.

"Just follow the staff! Go and prepare to fight!"

"Ah, yes..."

"This bastard still answers like that!"

Slash-

The whip struck my back once more.

It didn't hurt that much. Maybe because he's just fat, my back only stings a bit.

Still, the feeling of being whipped inevitably makes one feel dirty.

"Tsk... I thought you'd be useful since a noble lady was keeping you, but you're just a stupid fool."

"..."

Just you wait.

The moment the signal to attack is shot into the sky, I'll come running straight to you and beat you to death first.
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This underground fighting arena is quite considerate.

They have a thoughtful management style that even provides waiting rooms for slaves.

Though it was a smelly and unpleasant waiting room shared by all sorts of people, it's something that they don't whip you out of boredom.

With that thought, I spoke to the person sitting next to me.

Having been dragged here without warning, I had quite a few questions.

"Excuse me."

"Shut up."

These bastards don't seem to have basic common sense about consideration and respect embedded in their heads.

I smiled sweetly as I placed my left hand on the shoulder of the person next to me.

And then I spoke again.

"So, I have a few questions."

"I told you to shut—nnngghh!!"

You see, my left hand is a manners injector.

It has somehow become an unreasonable left hand.

I've used it on many people while traveling through various cities over the past year, and it's been quite effective.

"I was brought here without knowing anything. Can I ask you some questions?"

"My shoulder, fuck...! My shoulder...!! Aaaagh!"

"So I can't ask questions?"

This guy seems a bit tougher than usual.

Normally, just placing my hand for about 5 seconds would naturally bring tears and polite speech, but I guess since he's participating in the arena, he's quite spirited.

"You... shit...! Nngh, aaagh!! It hurts...!"

"So should I not ask questions then?"

The staff explained that there shouldn't be discord among participants. So even though I'm just applying moderate pressure, the person next to me kept screaming.

Other people's gazes gather.

I don't know why they crammed 30 so-called contestants into this cramped waiting room, but everyone turns their eyes toward the source of the screaming.

There was a cracking sound from the shoulder gripped by my left hand. Seems like he hasn't done much muscle training.

I smiled again.

"Please, stop...! Nngh, aaagh...! Please, I was wrong..., aaaagh!!"

"Oh, there. Are you going to answer me?"

Still gripping the shoulder of the person next to me, I got up and approached the guy who made eye contact with me.

As I dragged along the guy who was starting to say he was sorry, everyone else avoided my gaze and lowered their heads.

"M-me, you mean...?"

"You were looking because you wanted to answer, right? Hmm, if not, that would be troublesome."

"Ha, haha...! O-of course I was looking to answer you, sir!"

"Wow, what a nice person. Thank you."

That's a relief.

I found someone to answer my questions.

My right hand still lacks control, and if I make a mistake, it tends to crush bones and all.

"Aaaagh!! It hurts...! It hurts...!! I'm sorry, nngh! I'm sorry...! I, I was wrooong!!"

"Ah, thanks for your hard work. Thanks to you, I found someone willing to answer."

I gently released the shoulder of the person next to me, who was now in tears.

Today, I've injected manners into another person. That person will no longer tell strangers to shut up.



The person who raised his hand and shouted that he would answer gave excellent explanations.

"So, you're saying there are 40 waiting rooms like this, each with 30 people, right?"

"Yes, that's correct! The 30 people gathered in the same waiting room will be opponents in the first preliminary battle royale! Five people from each waiting room advance to the second preliminary round!"

He's very precise.

He answers with military-like precision, clicking his heels together with a sharp tap.

He explained that the preliminaries are conducted as battle royales, with 5 out of 30 advancing from the first round. In the second preliminary, those 200 people are divided into groups of 20 for another battle royale, with 4 from each group advancing to the main tournament.

The first and second preliminaries are held in one day, the main tournament over two days, and the finals on the fourth day.

"And not everyone is a slave?"

"That's right! In fact, winning in this underground arena is a life-changing opportunity for ordinary adventurers, so quite a few people participate voluntarily!"

And I thought only slaves were brought here, but there's also a significant proportion of adventurers and skilled fighters looking for a chance to change their lives.

"Hmm, then there must be many people who can use mana?"

"Yes, virtually everyone is a mana user! That's why when the match starts, the slave mana resistance collar you're wearing will be temporarily removed!"

Oh, what?

I didn't know this collar served that purpose.

No wonder the slave trader was so confidently wielding his whip—it was a collar with mana resistance functionality.

I nodded as I listened to his kind explanation.

I accepted water brought by another guy and munched on snacks offered by the tear-stained guy.

"Ah, I wish this would start soon. It's boring wasting time like this."

"M-may I tell you some interesting stories?!"

"Oh... please do."

Whenever I muttered about time not passing, several guys would approach and entertain me. I particularly liked the one who told jokes that seemed to reflect his age.

When I burst into laughter, others in the waiting room also roared with laughter.

When I gave a thumbs up saying I liked it, others clapped and congratulated him.

I really do enjoy a harmonious atmosphere.





And so the first preliminary round began.

I watched how other groups fought, and everyone fought quite fiercely.

Some formed alliances and ganged up on others, while some drew lines and struck down anyone who crossed them.

Though they didn't kill, they continued fighting until their opponents collapsed unconscious.

Everyone seemed quite skilled.

As explained, there seemed to be no one who couldn't use mana—everyone wielded swords, blunt weapons, or gauntlets coated with mana.



And soon it was our group's turn for the preliminary round.

"Sir, would you like to go first?"

"Oh, is that allowed?"

"Yes, you can just go sit anywhere comfortably! Ah, I'll get you a chair!"

"You're really kind. Thank you, everyone."

Everyone had somehow become warm, considerate people.

When I first entered the waiting room, they were all busy glaring at each other, but now they were nodding with smiles.

"Just sit and rest comfortably, and we'll select the four people among ourselves!"

"Wow, you don't have to go that far."

"No!! Please allow us to do so!!"

These are people who know how to move me to tears—me, who was beaten daily by a Hero who had no consideration whatsoever.

"Hmm... then I'll really just rest?"

"Yes! Thank you, sir!!"

The world is still warm after all.

After constantly dealing with bastards who chased after me like madmen wanting to kill me, it felt good to meet people who extended such warm hands.

I nodded and took a step forward.

The cheers could be heard.

Even though it was just a preliminary round, the spectator seats were packed with people.

Those who appeared to be nobles sat in the front row watching.

I heard earlier that even if you don't win, you might be hired if you show skills that impress a noble.

Of course, that has nothing to do with me.



Anyway.

Our group's preliminary round also began.

Those who had been busy smiling cheerfully now rushed at each other as if fighting for their lives.

They swing swords. They fire magic. Someone raises a spear, and another brings down a club studded with iron nails.

It was fierce indeed. The scene unfolded similarly to the other groups I had been watching.

However, I took the chair that a kind person had given me and trudged to a corner to sit comfortably.

The spectators, who had been cheering, started to murmur.

The announcer's voice could be heard.

He shouts exaggeratedly, saying he doesn't understand what's going on.

Of course, I clapped for those engaged in battle.

"Wow, you're all doing great~ Keep it up, everyone."

Some spectators quietly cursed, asking what the hell I was doing just sitting there, and threw trash, but that wasn't really my concern.

They had clearly explained that simply staying still wasn't grounds for disqualification.


Just.

As I sat there avoiding the trash thrown at me, my considerate group members sorted themselves down to four people.

"Sir! We've finished sorting it out!"

The person who had given good explanations was also skilled.

He was the first to run to me, gesturing for us to go in quickly, and as soon as I stood up, he immediately took care of the chair.

"Wow, good job. You're all very skilled."

"Thank you! I'll take care of the chair!"

Somehow, staying in this underground arena seems not so bad compared to following the Hero and Saint.

That's what I thought.


And the angry spectators continued to throw trash at me.

Eventually, they even threw a sandwich that hadn't been bitten into yet, so I carefully caught it and stuffed it into my mouth.

"Thank you! It's delicious!"

I gave a thumbs up.

"Hey, you bastard! You fucking..."

Curses flew in.
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I'm a bit late to mention this.

The person who was good at explaining things, skilled, and even considerate was named Shrek.

Setting aside how someone could be named "Trash," by some coincidence, he was placed in the same group as me for the second preliminary round.

"Big bro! At this point, wouldn't you say we have a connection?"

"Hmm, building a connection with me probably won't be good for you."

He naturally dusted off the chair I was about to sit on and somehow procured water to offer me.

"Haha! My mother taught me when I was young that connections only get better the more you build them!"

"Hmm, your mother's words are certainly true, but... it's really not good..."

I took the water Shrek handed me and tilted my head as I drank.

Though I was somewhat disguised so he wouldn't recognize me, I was treated like a dangerous criminal not too long ago.

Now I was even heading into demon territory, supposedly to catch the Demon King.

"It's fine! From what I can see, you're a good person, big bro!"

"Ah... yes."

His eyes are clear.

At first, he definitely looked at me with trembling eyes full of fear, but somehow he'd become a clear-eyed lunatic.

In the waiting room with 20 people gathered.

It was less crowded than before, and we were the only ones making noise.

"So you're an adventurer?"

"Yes, that's right. I became a mid-level adventurer recently, haha."

Shrek showed me his adventurer ID card with an embarrassed smile.

"Judging by how you fought earlier, you'll reach advanced level soon."

"Ugh... you're making me blush with such praise!!"

"No, please don't do that."

I really don't want to see a grown man wiggling his body like that. I just said it because he genuinely had good skills.

Having relaxed a bit, he continued to speak to me.

"If you don't mind me asking, why did you become a slave?"

"Ah."

It's all because of that Hero bastard.

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked..."

"No, it's not that. I just... got beaten up by a madman when I couldn't fight back."

The snowball kept rolling as I was captured with my entire body beaten and both arms torn off by that extremely vicious muscle-obsessed bastard.

"...But you easily crushed someone's shoulder even while wearing a mana-resistant collar?"

"That person is someone who could blow your head off with just a light slap to the cheek."

On the day the Hero "fixed" my posture with a quick joint manipulation, my knee cartilage completely shattered, and I had to crawl to the Saint for healing.

I couldn't tell him all those details, so I just gave him a vague explanation.

Shrek looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

"Huh, why is such a person walking around freely? Tell me their name, and I'll have the guild put a bounty on them, big bro."

"No, well... that wouldn't do any good anyway..."

Strictly speaking, the Hero just captured a criminal, so I'm the bad guy in this scenario.

Actually, it's good that I was captured.

I'm being treated like a slave, but I suppose I should be grateful I'm not dead.

While we were chatting, an announcement from the arena staff came, instructing us to prepare for the second preliminary round.

Shrek and I stood up and moved back to the arena with the others.

"Big bro, let me escort you!"

"But I don't have a weapon."

I realized I didn't have a weapon.

I'd left my sword with the Saint as part of my slave act. In fact, apart from the shackles on my limbs, I didn't have any possessions.

Shrek hesitated for a moment, then quietly pulled out a dagger from his chest.

"Um... would you like to use my dagger...?"

"I won't be borrowing it for long, so let's give it a try?"

Actually, the shackles alone should be fine. If necessary, I could remove one shackle and swing it like a weapon.

With that thought, I shook my head and stepped up onto the arena.

The match began.

Unlike the first preliminary round, Shrek was the only kind person who showed me any consideration.

The insults from the spectator who had thrown me a sandwich earlier flew at me again.

Judging by his attire, he seemed to be a nobleman. He sat in the front row, shouting loudly at me.

Moreover, perhaps annoyed by our constant chatter in the waiting room, more than half of the 18 participants approached us.

"Um... big bro, even I can't handle being ganged up on..."

"Hmm."

I stepped forward.

According to the slave trader, we needed to at least advance to the main tournament to cover the ticket price.

I couldn't let such a considerate young man be eliminated without even covering his ticket cost.

There was a clang sound.

I smiled slightly.

I patted Shrek's slightly frightened shoulder and turned toward the approaching opponent with his sword drawn.

Looking at his face, I could see his furrowed brow.

"Smile, man. Smile."

"Cut the nonsense...!"

"Someone told me that smiling brings good fortune. Smile."

The Saint said that. She said that even in difficult times, smiling brings good fortune.

That woman, the Hero's fantasy partner, said such nonsense while dragging people to their doom.

I spouted such nonsense while blocking his sword with my shackles and swinging my loosely clenched fist.

My casually thrown punch landed in his chest.

There was a cracking sound.

"Kugh, aaaagh...!!"

The first person who rushed at me flew far away and crashed into the wall with his armor not just dented but completely shattered.

The others who were rushing toward me stopped in their tracks. Only now realizing something was wrong, they blinked their eyes.

"Smile."

Time for a lesson in manners.

To put it simply, I beat the crap out of everyone who rushed at us.

I left the 7 people fighting among themselves to reduce to 2 on their own, while teaching the 11 who rushed at Shrek and me about etiquette, consideration, and love.

The spectators who had been cursing at me until the first preliminary round now cheered loudly.

The nobleman who had thrown the sandwich at me threw another one.

"Thank you! It's delicious!"

I gave him a thumbs up.

"Hey, you bastard! Yes, that's it!! You, huh? This guy actually knows how..."

The nobleman uttered exclamations instead of crude curses.

And Shrek, who had been behind me the whole time, was looking at me with sparkling eyes.

"Is your mana colorless and odorless, big bro?"

That's what he asked.

He blinked his eyes, asking if my mana was colorless and odorless.

"Uh, well... Yes. Something like that."

"Wow... I've never seen such mana before!"

Of course he hasn't seen it before. Actually, he probably hasn't seen anything at all.

Where in the world would you find colorless and odorless mana?

I just beat them up, that's all.

The main tournament would be held the next day, so we were sent out of the underground arena.

The pot-bellied slave trader was there to greet me.

"Hehehe, well done! Insolent and uncivilized, but you know your worth!"

"..."

Seeing his face again made me feel disgusted.

Being suddenly dropped in a place like this alone made me miss Asha even more.

"You're a more useful slave than I expected! I made the right choice trading you for that whore, hehe...!"

"..."

He seemed excited at the thought of making money and didn't whip me despite my lack of response.

He just walked ahead and told me to follow.

"We're aiming for the championship. Understand!"

"..."

His words had already changed.

Earlier he had said to just make it to the main tournament, but now he spoke with a face full of greed.

"Answer me!"

Crack-

The whip, damn it.

"Ah, yes."

"Tsk, your manners are still terrible. Come on, follow me!"

Doesn't this bastard fear me after watching me beat everyone up in the arena?

I can't understand why he's acting like this when I could easily tear off this mana-resistant collar even now.

Dinner that night was pig slop, and the place he threw me to sleep was a stable.

"...Hmm."

I should definitely kill that pot-bellied bastard before I leave, even if the Saint and Hero fail in their task.

No.

Rather than killing him directly, I'll just put a spare set of these shackles I'm wearing on his limbs.

The next day.

The main tournament was actually easier and faster.

It was better to face just one opponent rather than waste time waiting for a large number to be reduced to a certain number.

"Hey, they even let some psychopathic murderer participate."

"Hehehe... I'll kill. I'll kill everyone."

They say they let all kinds of weirdos participate if they can get tickets, and sure enough, someone with clearly crazed eyes became my opponent.

According to Shrek, he was actually a wanted murderer.

He explained that the man had a mental illness and committed pleasure killings while giggling.

Despite this, he was in the arena because spectators liked venues that accepted even such people.

"At least you smile well. Yes. Keep smiling, man."

"Hehe... kihehe..."

From what I heard, there were quite a few casualties in the group this guy was in.

Even though killing is allowed in the arena, most people try to avoid it, but this cheerful friend doesn't seem to know that.

"No matter what happens, that smile should never change."

"Hehe, I'll kill... gack?"

While thinking about this, I struck the charging guy's solar plexus with all my might.

Perhaps because I unconsciously put emotion into it after hearing he had killed several people, there was a cracking sound along the trajectory of my swing.

"Smile, man. How can your smile disappear after just one hit?"

"Gahk...! Kugh, huk...!"

"This thing is making animal noises."

I bent down to the guy who collapsed after one punch.

"Kuh... uguk...!"

"Not smiling?"

His smile had disappeared.

I grabbed one of his legs and pressed down firmly.

With each movement of my fingers, there was a cracking sound as bones broke.

"Kuegegek...! Egek! Ah, it hurts...!"

"Not smiling?"

As he kept trying to escape, I grabbed his other leg and methodically broke it too.

"Ah, it hurts... stop... kueeek!!"

"Not smiling?"

"It hurts, it hurts...! S-sorry... egek...!"

I'm going to cure your mental illness today.

You might be able to avoid military service with a mental illness, but I don't care about that.
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I basically beat the shit out of that murderous bastard amid the crowd's cheers.

To prevent him from escaping, I methodically crushed everything from his toes to his ankles, and did something similar to both hands so he couldn't tap out in surrender.

Whenever this fucker tried to say "surrender," I covered his mouth and pounded his chest like a drum.

After about 20 minutes of that thorough treatment, even the psychopath gradually became an ordinary person.

"Does it hurt? Doesn't hurt? Does it hurt? Doesn't hurt?"

"Gaaahh! Y-yes, it hurts...!"

Now I'm poking his butt with his own dagger while we chat.

He can even speak politely now. His previously slurred pronunciation has become quite accurate.

"So why did you stab people?"

"Nngh... I'm sorry...!"

I don't know what's really going on in his mind, but at least outwardly he's learned to say things like "sorry" and "I was wrong."

"Will saying sorry bring back the dead? I'll kill you and say sorry too, so why don't you try coming back to life?"

"N-no, please—AAACK!!"

Of course, I didn't let him off easy.

He might be crying and apologizing in front of me now, with his mental illness cured and some manners beaten into him, but this is the same bastard who killed multiple people and giggled "hehehe" without a care.

I stabbed the dagger deep into his thigh.

He convulsed. Screaming and flailing his mangled limbs.

"Hehehe, where did it go? You were giggling 'hehehe' so much earlier."

"AAAAGH!! AAAGH! I'm s-sorry... it h-hurts...!!"

"I said 'hehehe,' not 'aaagh.' Aren't you going to laugh?"

"AAAAGH!! GAAAH!!"

Some people get hunted by crazy fanatics their whole lives without killing a single person.

Seeing this guy who killed multiple people and still had the nerve to participate in a tournament made my blood boil.

"Laugh, you bastard."

"Please stop... Guhk... Gurk..."

He foamed at the mouth. His eyes rolled back halfway, possibly unconscious.

And before the announcer could confirm he was unconscious and stop the match, I smacked his head with a loud WHACK.

"How can you fall asleep during a match?"

It's a method the Hero often used to wake me up when I was knocked out.

One hit is enough to jolt you awake.

And indeed, he seemed to regain consciousness, looking at me with clear eyes and speaking.

"Hup, hurkk... I-I'm sorry...! I'll go out and turn myself in... Please, stop..."

"Really?"

Finally, he says he'll accept proper punishment and repent.

"Nngh... I'll go straight out and turn myself in..."

"You promise?"

"Y-yes...!!"

I looked at him with tears streaming down his face, then got up.

"If you're not in prison, I'll hunt you down and kill you."

"...Y-yes, understood!"

I should visit the prison after the tournament finals.

With that thought, I left the arena.

Behind me, the crowd's cheers continued. Nothing but crazy people everywhere.

And then.

As usual, a sandwich came flying.

"Seriously, how long are you going to keep giving me these?"

- Eat it!

"..."

Among all these lunatics, that nobleman is definitely the craziest.

After thinking about it, I'm certain that bastard's name must be Count Sandwich.

To be honest, the main tournament was easy too.

Even with me holding back, after all my sparring sessions with the Hero, I made it to the finals without feeling a moment of danger.

Unfortunately, Srek was eliminated. He's now cheering for me from the stands.

"Boss!! I knew you'd make it to the finals easily!!!"

"Thanks for the sword."

"It's nothing!!"

Since Srek was eliminated, I borrowed his sword for a while.

It's the finals after all, and fighting with just shackles seemed disrespectful to my opponent, so I asked for his understanding.

Wait, shouldn't the arena provide weapons for rent?

These bastards charge expensive ticket prices but won't even rent out weapons. You're all definitely going down.

When the Saint gives the signal, I'll bring this whole arena crashing down.

Anyway.

With that thought, I entered the arena for the finals.

And made eye contact with the nobleman, aka Count Sandwich.

That bastard, as soon as our eyes met, raised a rather delicious-looking sandwich over his head and waved it.

He's definitely not right in the head.

So.

I waited for my finals opponent to enter the arena, wondering what today's sandwich would taste like.

My opponent comes up from the opposite side.

Thump-

Grayish-white hair flutters. An aged face appears.

He has a sword at his waist. His expression is calm and emotionless.

"Hmm?"

But.

His face is strangely familiar.

An elderly man with a sword entered the arena, someone I've definitely seen before.

My memory is quite hazy, so I can't immediately recall who he is, but I've definitely seen this old man before.

What is this?

Where have I seen him?

As I tilted my head trying to remember, the old man spoke first.

"Ain, mid-level adventurer from the Efrin Empire, correct?"

"No, sir. What's with the scary approach all of a sudden?"

Despite my disguise, I don't know how he knows my identity.

The old man drew his sword with a shing sound.

The way he holds his sword is quite distinct. I definitely remember seeing him standing expressionless with a sword like that.

So.

It's definitely a childhood memory. From when I was still in the Empire.

I definitely saw this old man at the Hero and Saint's departure ceremony. In my memory, he was standing diagonally behind the Emperor's right side, raising a sword identical to that one...

"...Sword Saint?"

"His Imperial Majesty ordered me to come and confirm."

"Huh? Confirm what?"

The Empire's Swordmaster, the Emperor's Hound, Gelhelm.

In other words, a completely unexpected person was pointing his sword at me in the underground arena finals.

What the hell.

"Draw your sword."

"...Are you here on vacation?"

Thinking about it, Barba's underground arena must be truly world-class.

I had no idea it was popular enough to attract everyone from pleasure killers to the Empire's Swordmaster.

While I was blankly marveling at this thought, the old man surrounded himself with aura without answering.

"..."

"Come on, sir. At least explain what this situation is about... huh."

He's a taciturn and silent old man.

After saying just those few words, he immediately planted his foot. His speed is quite fast, though not so fast that my eyes can't follow.

So I immediately drew the sword from my waist.

The two swords clash with a kachak sound. If I had been even slightly slower, the sword would have left a long gash on my body.

It's heavy for an old man's sword. Even though it's not my sword, it's slightly chipped.

I think I can hear Srek's screams from far away.

And.

The old man, Gelhelm, continues his sword attacks with his mouth firmly shut.

Kachak- Kak-

His sword path is strangely difficult. As if to prove his title of Sword Saint isn't just for show, his movements are unconventional.

After blocking his sword several times with a clang sound, I finally took a step back.

It's a bit burdensome to block while wearing shackles, making me frown slightly.

"..."

"You're being too harsh."

Except for the Hero, it's been a long time since I've faced a proper opponent.

Having been beaten up by the Hero every day, I didn't feel nervous crossing swords with someone of Sword Saint caliber.

But truthfully, I was finding it difficult with the shackles on.

With that thought, I loosened up my body, and Gelhelm looked at me and spoke.

"You talk too much, young man. Conversations are held with swords, not mouths."

"Sir, I'm sorry, but conversations are definitely held with mouths. Who talks by clanging swords together? That's stupid."

"..."

I definitely won the war of words.

Perhaps because he's lived righteously his whole life, his expression immediately soured at my words that grated on his nerves.

His expression clearly showed he thought I was an ill-mannered punk.

He pressed his lips together again and raised his sword.

His movements carried more force than before. His sword became heavier with a hint of emotion behind it.

There was a cracking sound.

As I watched quietly, Gelhelm didn't charge at me but swung his sword from where he stood.

And the aura flowing down his sword separated and flew toward me silently.

The aura blade, what swordsmen call the dream state.

And not just one.

Gelhelm continued his sword path, and the mana clusters followed the trajectory, flying quickly toward me in crescent shapes.

"Wow."

First time I've ever seen an aura blade.

I was encountering this great secret technique, said to be usable only by those at the Swordmaster level, for the first time in some crude, vulgar underground arena.

Most of the audience seemed to be seeing it for the first time too, letting out astonished cheers.

I quietly removed my shackles.

With a loud clang, the shackles that had been around both wrists hit the floor.

I felt liberated as I removed the shackles.

My shoulder muscles felt like they were twisting, and I swung my sword.

Grrrrrk-

Unlike the silently approaching aura blades, a roaring sound came from my sword.

The sound of space tearing is always strange. It's quite amazing that such a sound exists.

And.

It seemed the same was true for the Sword Saint, as his eyes widened.

When they met, they burst with a paat sound.

The mana-made light scattered beautifully across the arena.

The audience, uncharacteristically, fell into silence.

I spoke to Gelhelm as if it were nothing special.

"I'm a bit envious of the aura blade."

"...You're insane."

His answer came back to me.

Actually.

I once asked the Hero to show me an aura blade.

However, he kicked my shin, saying if I had time to be curious about such trivial techniques, I should do 3,000 more dumbbell lifts.

The shinbone that broke when he hit me still occasionally aches, despite receiving the Saint's healing.

Anyway, that Hero, that son of a...

No. Let's just stop talking about it.
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When I was young, he was someone I looked up to.

I used to think it was pretty cool to be known by the title "Sword of the Empire."

I remember being in awe of him standing behind the Emperor, raising his sword with gleaming eyes.

There was once a child who would peek out to get a closer look whenever knights marched through the streets.

I admired him.

I simply looked up to him, simply wished to be like him.

Because I knew I was a half-wit without any mana, because I was certain that no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't even reach his toes.

Clang-

"...the Hero has created a monster."

"I wonder about that."

That's how I used to admire the person known as the Sword of the Empire, and the talent that only people like him possessed.

In truth, it was jealousy.

I harbored envy and felt resentment.

I'd been that way since I realized I had nothing.

With nothing to my name, I simply disliked those who shone brightly even as they were dragged down behind the scenes.

Honestly, I don't know why I harbored such childish feelings despite my age.

Perhaps my mind regressed along with my body, but I was always like that.

I envied them.

I admired and was jealous of them. I looked up to them and resented them. I thought it was unfair.

Thinking about it carefully, I'm not sure if I still feel that way.

"Hmph, I'm sorry to say, but you're already a monster."

"Well, thank you for that."

Probably.

I don't think I feel that way anymore.


Grrrrk- a sound echoes.

"Keuugh...!"

The Sword of the Empire is pushed back several steps after trying to block my sword.

The match itself is evenly balanced.

While my reaction speed and strength might be greater due to my youth, his swordsmanship combined with mana and years of experience make up the difference.

Unlike other swordsmen I've met, Gelhelm's sword moves quite smoothly.

"How do you do that?"

"Huff... what are you talking about?"

He catches his breath. Unlike before, his breathing lacks composure.

The towering knight who once protected the Emperor with an unwavering presence and gaze that seemed like it would never falter has now been weathered by time.

"The way your sword path continues without breaking."

"Huu... this is the trace of swinging a sword hundreds of thousands of times over the years."

Yet the situation remains evenly matched, which makes me think that if I had crossed swords with Gelhelm when he was younger, I would have definitely been at a disadvantage.

So I waited for him to catch his breath several times.

I'm waiting for him to pick up his sword and make his eyes gleam again, thinking it would be a shame to push forward and end the match now.


The audience is already silent.

Those who had been shouting and cheering are all watching the arena with wide eyes.

When I glance around at the spectators who had been cursing at me, they immediately avert their gaze.

Some have figured out who the elderly man is. Yet they haven't realized who I am in disguise.

Meanwhile, the Sword of the Empire exhales deeply and shakes his sword.

"Huff... it's quite bitter to receive consideration."

"Let's call it respect rather than consideration."

His expression is bitter, as if he's feeling the weight of his years. In truth, it's remarkable that at his age he can still hold his own against a young person.

"...A troublesome youth who doesn't back down. If I had met you when I was younger, I would have kicked your rear until it was bruised."

"Well, I already get beaten up a lot by the Hero."

"Hah, how fitting."

"..."

Somehow I took a hit there.

I pout my lips and raise my sword again, while Gelhelm takes a deep breath and assumes his stance.

"Huff..."

"..."

He's truly unique.

More precisely, he's more practical than the Empire's basic swordsmanship manual.

His starting stance is different.

Rather than raising the sword high and relaxing his strength, he naturally points the tip downward while maintaining his aura.

It's the composure of a knight who has experienced countless battlefields.

I stare at him intently before stepping forward.

The only boots I have left.

They emit mana.

Actually.

The Hero told me to throw away those useless things, but I remember kindly raising my middle finger to him.

The Saint healed my broken toe and foot bones with a somewhat pitying expression.

That crazy bastard. Thinking everything can be solved with strength.

Yet when fighting the Demon King, he'll use both holy power and mana.

Just a complete bastard.

As I was cursing the Hero in my mind, the Sword of the Empire raised his aura and slightly tilted his head.

"Hmm? Why the sudden anger?"

"Ah... just remembered someone."

So I pushed aside my distracting thoughts and focused again.


The ground cracks with a kwajik- sound as I step on it.

I charge in first.

Crack-

"Heuup!"

"Hmph... what an impudent fellow."

Although we met in an underground arena, being able to face the Sword of the Empire is indeed a valuable experience.

The Hero was a decent teacher... well, just a teacher, but he wasn't someone who taught swordsmanship, so someone like the Sword of the Empire is a good model to learn from.

Swoosh-

His sword continues its motion.

He smoothly deflects my sword that I swung down with force and transitions into his next move. While deflecting my sword, he naturally positions his pommel and swings it toward my face.

I dodge the pommel by tilting my head, only to find his knee already there.

Thud- a dull sound echoes.

"Kup..."

Although it's not a major impact, it's strangely irritating to accumulate these hits one by one.

I thought my movements were also practical, but I keep realizing there's definitely a difference between my movements and the Sword of the Empire's.

I swing my sword again.

At the grrk- sound from my sword, this time the Sword of the Empire doesn't try to block it.

He twists his body sideways, rotates his waist, and releases a sword aura at close range.

It's as if he's decided there's no benefit in letting our swords meet.

Kwaaang-

With that explosive sound, it's my body that's pushed back a step.

"Ha... you're experienced."

"One attempt at countering such a crude attack is enough."

As soon as the distance opens up, just like before, a series of sword auras fly toward me.

Each time I counter them, mana fragments scatter and shine throughout the arena and audience seats.

"..."

He's a crazy old man.

Either his mana is endless, or despite continuously firing sword auras at me, his aura remains clearly visible.

I deflect all of them while stubbornly approaching the Sword of the Empire.

Perhaps waiting for all his mana to be depleted would be an easier way to win, but that's not the approach I wanted.

I want to learn and gain as much as possible.


So.

With that thought, I swung my sword down at the Sword of the Empire again.

Kagagak-

"...this brute."

"My teacher was a brute."

The Sword of the Empire blocks my sword with slightly trembling hands, and feeling the strain, he immediately turns the blade and rests it on his shoulder.

"Heh, I'm learning well."

"Heuup... you're insane."

Indeed, he's not rigid and has various patterns.

When he feels lacking in strength, he boldly relaxes his grip on the sword and strikes with his elbow or knee.

I never thought of turning the blade to support it on my shoulder after clashing swords.

Perhaps each of these techniques is definitely the direction I'm seeking.

Unlike other knights who stick only to swordsmanship, his movements are definitely practical.

His swordsmanship is certainly superior to the Hero's. He makes up for the difference in strength with technique and experience.

I've also faced strong opponents like that, but Gelhelm has meticulously filled in the gaps that I was lacking.

Kak-

"Hmph!"

"Huuu..."

Experience accumulates.

I don't just block the incoming sword paths but firmly engrave them in my mind.

Minor wounds continue to mark me each time his aura touches me, but pain is quite familiar to me, so I don't even frown at that level.

And so it continues.

The Sword of the Empire's sword continues to flow, and my rigid and stiff sword gradually begins to imitate it.

"...huh."

His eyes gleam with intrigue.

As if seeing something fascinating, he looks at me.

After clashing for quite some time, my sword has somehow come to resemble his.

The sword path flows naturally and smoothly.

Grrk-

I fill in the lacking parts.

I'm growing. I'm making new things my own.

With that thought, despite my body starting to creak from the prolonged duel, I mindlessly cross swords with him.


And then.

In an instant, his sword swings toward my opening.

"..."

Even in that brief moment, I contemplate.

Should I let him hit me and aim for a bigger opening, or should I wait for the next opportunity? Although it's not a duel to the death, if I take his sword and then strike back, I might win.

So I was about to do just that.

"Enough. We'll stop here."

If only Gelhelm hadn't stopped his sword and looked at me with a disgusted expression.

"Pardon?"

"I've lost. Your fighting style is quite brutish."

He shook his head and put his sword back in its scabbard.

"No, please continue."

"...you ask a lot from an old man. You're full of greed."

"Tsk... it's a bit disappointing."

He seems quite exhausted, continuously catching his breath. Beads of sweat roll down his face and drop onto the arena floor.

I look at him for a moment before sheathing my sword.

Srek's sword has become a piece of junk with many nicks. I'll probably need to buy him a new one.


And so.

In the still silent underground arena, the Sword of the Empire quietly whispered so that only I could hear.

"Let me tell you one thing, don't think you can use the method of sacrificing flesh to gain bone against the Demon King. Everything else is fine, but that approach isn't good."

"..."

That was advice.

"Remember that even the supposedly great Heroes of the past all entered that place and never came back out."

"Huh, I didn't know that...?"

What?

"...what exactly do you know?"

"..."

Well.

I don't seem to know much.


Still.

One thing I know for sure is that the match is over, and soon the audience's cheers and the announcer's shouts can be heard.

Plus the fact that a sandwich came flying in.

That crazy Sandwich Count.
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"...So what exactly do you know?"

"..."

I don't know.

In truth, how could I know?

I don't know how it ends or what conclusion awaits. I've only seen about half of it.

I was merely a background character, and all I did was hold the hand of a woman who was destined to become a disaster.

I never had any intention of following the Hero.

I certainly never thought about doing something as presumptuous as joining the protagonist's journey.

After all, the Hero and the Saint are the protagonists. After all, they're the ones destined to be heroes.

I always thought there was no need for me to interfere with the conclusion of such extraordinary people.

I just wanted to save Asha, so I left the Empire. I moved forward because I wanted to fulfill my companions' wishes.

So naturally, I didn't know.

"Is your head filled with nothing but muscle?"

"No, that's unnecessarily harsh, isn't it?"

However.

Apologize.

"Then what exactly fills the head of someone who doesn't even know where they're going? If not muscle, is it excrement?"

"Huh...? What do you expect from someone who's being dragged along under threat of execution?"

"I suppose my expectations were misplaced. Continue living as you are."

"..."

Apologize for insulting me by saying my head is filled with muscle like the Hero, you crazy old man.

To explain.

Unfortunately, I didn't get an immediate explanation.

I had quite a few questions for Gelhelm, but at the moment, I was the champion of the underground arena.

The crowd's cheers of "Waaah!" continued to echo throughout. The announcer was already showering me with all kinds of flowery praise.

People who appeared to be security guards were coming up to the arena, presumably to escort me.

So I spoke to the Sword Saint.

"Sir."

"Why are you calling me?"

"Don't leave yet. Wait for me outside."

I said this because his gestures suggested he would return straight to the Empire if we parted now.

His expression seemed thoroughly annoyed.

"What an ill-mannered young man."

"Look... you should at least tell me what His Majesty the Emperor wanted you to confirm before you go."

"Is that my concern?"

Fuck it, let's do this.

I glanced briefly at the security guards who had come up to the arena, then whispered to the Sword Saint.

"It's pretty pathetic to be so petty after getting your ass handed to you by someone much younger who doesn't even have mana."

"..."

And his face, which had looked thoroughly annoyed, wrinkled up at my words.

As expected, this old man only responds when you scratch where it hurts. There's always a reason why people can't speak nicely.

"What? If you're upset, wait outside and we can have another sword fight."

"The moment you come out, I'll put a sword through your neck, young man."

"Ah, yes. Please wait for me."

The Sword Saint glared at me once before leaving the arena, and I followed the approaching security guards.

Behind me, the announcer's voice continued.

Earl Sandwich had his thumb raised, and Shrek was looking back and forth between me and the sword with an expression that seemed both happy and sad.

The crowd's cheers. The heat of the stage. The Sword Saint's back.

I left all of that behind and walked into a stuffy, quiet corridor.

To be honest, I had some expectations.

I thought there might be some amazing prize, as people had said.

But.

Then I remembered that I had participated in the arena as a slave of the pot-bellied slave trader, and as I walked down the long corridor, the slave trader and the event organizers were waiting together.

"...Hmm."

Somehow, the mana-resistant collar was back around my neck. Something like handcuffs had also been placed on me, forcing my hands forward.

I'm completely restrained.

These pathetic security guards pressed down on my shoulders and back, apparently trusting the collar and handcuffs that had been put on me.

Moreover, the slave trader and the event organizers treated me like an object, not even looking at me as they talked among themselves.

I wonder if they're idiots.

They must have seen what happened in the arena, yet they're acting like this—their heads must be completely empty.

Or.

Perhaps the effects of this collar and these handcuffs are truly extraordinary, and I just don't know it.

Still, the situation was interesting, so I decided to just watch for now.

"Hehehe... So you're saying if I provide you with that slave, you'll double the prize money and rewards...!"

"That's right. The higher-ups need that slave."

Listening quietly, it seems I'm destined to be sold again.

The Hero's fantasy partner, why did she give me such a shitty role that makes people suffer so much? I really can't understand.

"Of course, of course! I should definitely give him to you! What good would it do me to keep that slave anyway!"

"A wise decision. Guard, please escort this slave trader. Pay him double the prize money and rewards."

The transaction was completed swiftly without even asking for my opinion.

The slave trader looked at me once with a "hehehe" before following the guard, and the event organizer grabbed my collar.

"Let's go."

"Hmm."

"Don't get any funny ideas. You've been completely neutralized by the collar and handcuffs."

"Hmm..."

Is he an idiot?

So I was surrounded by guards and taken somewhere.

We went deeper and deeper.

The atmosphere became even more stuffy and eerie than before.

"..."

"Hmm."

"Sigh... if you make that 'hmm' sound one more time, I'll take out the whip."

"Hmm."

Crack-

These bastards.

I was thinking about what to do, and here comes another whip. Looks like I'm going to receive a lifetime's worth of whippings in this city.

Anyway.

The place I arrived at was a dark basement, or perhaps a prison.

"Get in."

"Hmm."

"Sigh... you're insane. Sit quietly and wait until the higher-ups arrive."

Despite being whipped the entire way for continuously making "hmm" sounds, he looked at me with an expression of disgust.

With a face that looked like his head would burst from just a flick to the forehead, I pondered how to deal with this bastard.

For now, I've added everyone who wielded a whip against me to my kill list.

You too, Eileen.

With that thought, I entered the cell.

It's still so dark that I can't see anything.

The space seems quite large, but apart from the sound of receding footsteps, there's nothing but silence.

Only one guard stands in front of the cell. Apparently, they're confident that I'm powerless.

So I immediately stood up.

My eyes haven't adjusted to the darkness yet, but I can tell that the inside of the cell is an extremely spacious prison.

"Sit down and stay still."

"What, man?"

"Huh... what?"

"If you don't like it, come in here."

I raised my middle finger at the guard who was looking at me in disbelief, then walked deeper into the prison.

Though it's silent, there's definitely a presence.

I can hear breathing.

And it sounds like the breathing of quite a few people.

Thud, thud—as I step toward the faint breathing sounds, my eyes gradually adjust to the darkness, and I begin to see something.

There are small figures.

Small bodies huddled together.

"Ha..."

There were small creatures, stripped naked without clothes, huddled together and wheezing.

At first, I thought they were animal cubs, but looking closely, they're children.

The Saint had mentioned that the slave market was thriving, and that children were also treated like merchandise.

This is just an outright insane city.

I'm tempted to overthrow it regardless of any justification.

Thinking about what the Sword Saint said, I wonder if justification even matters when we're on our way to catch the Demon King.

I stared at the children for a long time, and then I noticed something strange.

As I kept looking, the children's hair color seemed somehow dull.

"..."

In other words, it's a color I'm familiar with.

Every single one of them has ash-colored hair.

Though it was hard to see clearly in the darkness, it was definitely that dull yet beautiful color.

I found it.

A legitimate justification to overthrow everything.

Moreover.

Just then, I heard footsteps approaching from behind.

The sound of multiple footsteps and quiet conversation.

"Guard, where is the newly brought slave?"

"Ah... I'm sorry. I told him to sit quietly in front of the cell, but he moved to the back on his own."

"What an ill-mannered slave indeed. I apologize, sir."

I hear the voice of that bastard who's on my kill list. Of course, there's also a new voice that follows.

"It's fine. I'll go in and check myself."

"Ah, yes. Guard, open the door."

After that conversation, with a clank, the cell door opened.

I stand quietly in front of the children.

I'm waiting silently until they come further inside.

And.

Finally, they approached where I was.

"Is that him?"

"Yes, that's right. He seems to be a slave who doesn't listen very well."

I could see their faces.

"Hmm, one more justification added."

An appearance different from humans, a look I've only seen in newspapers or books.

The so-called higher-up who came is a demon.

This seems enough to overthrow everything, even without the Saint's signal.

So.

I immediately tore off the collar and handcuffs.

"What... how can you do that when your mana should be suppressed?!"

"I don't have mana, you idiot."

With a crunch, the two restraints crumbled to pieces.

Ch.222 - Episode 12. It Smells Foul. (9)
# Episode 12. A Foul Smell

I've never seen a demon in my life before.

I've only read news about demons invading somewhere, so I don't really know how strong they are.

I've only read in books that they have superior physical abilities and magical talent compared to humans.

Usually, those with great strength can't use magic, and those good at magic have weak bodies, but these bastards have both.

With these thoughts, I glanced at the face of the demon called "Elder" and the ones standing on either side of him.

"So the traitors were here?"

"How... how dare you! A mere slave..."

"Sorry, but I'm not a slave, you idiot. Just because I took a few lashes, you think I'm pathetic?"

I slowly removed my shackles.

I've been quite patient for my standards.

After getting beaten by the Hero every day, the whip didn't hurt that much, so I just endured it.

I turned a blind eye even after seeing all kinds of filthy and obscene sights because they said it was legal here.

So at this point, when I've found my justification, there's no need to hold back anymore.

The demon called Elder just stood there.

Seeing his arrogant posture, he didn't seem like he was about to attack right away, so I spoke to him.

"Hey, Elder."

"Why are you addressing me, human?"

"I'm curious, why are you collecting ash-colored children?"

Even if I was going to beat him up, it was right to find out what I needed to know.

And the demon casually spat out an answer to my question.

"They're materials for experiments and offerings. Things containing ash are quite efficient."

"Hmm, I see."

I've decided.

"What do you mean?"

"For you, aggravated punishment. For all your friends here, death penalty."

I'll take the demon who seems knowledgeable with his limbs cut off. I'll kill all the traitors who betrayed humans and clung to demons.

With that thought, I picked up one of the shackles I had dropped on the floor.

So.

The guy who had been whipping me earlier was looking at me with disbelief, spewing curses.

I looked at him indifferently and threw the shackle I was holding directly at his face.

"You, you slave, not knowing your place, how dare—"

SPLAT—

His last words were cut off as his head exploded.

With nothing left above his neck, his pathetic body collapsed with a thud, spraying a fountain of blood.

Silence fell.

The demon looked at me with slightly changed eyes, and the other humans, including the guards, had their eyes wide open.

"You have no idea, do you? Beating the Sword Saint and winning in the arena doesn't mean shit to you, huh?"

"You're an interesting human. You clearly have no mana."

"What's with this obsession with mana? Why do you keep looking for it in someone who's never had any?"

I picked up another shackle.

I suddenly realized how inconvenient it was not having a sword. Of all things, the guards weren't even carrying swords but some kind of spears.

Worthless bastards, no wonder they became traitors.

With that thought, I spun the shackle around and quietly muttered to those who were slowly backing away.

"I'll kill those who run first. Go ahead if you want to die first."

With just those words, everyone stopped moving.

By now, except for the demon, everyone was pressed against the walls and bars, trembling.

The same guys who had been looking down on me and treating me like dirt were now wetting themselves as they looked at me.

So.

"...shit."

Let's finish this quickly before the foul stench gets into my clothes.

So I immediately planted my foot down.

With a cracking sound, the stone floor of the prison crumbled, and my body instantly reached right in front of the demon.

It would have been nice if I had Shrek's chipped sword, but it was confiscated right after I won and was sold again.

Instead, what I swung was the heavy shackle that had been around my arm all this time.

CRACK—

A bizarre roar echoed as if space itself was being torn, but the sound was somewhat weak.

The shackle was too thick to properly grip, so I couldn't put my full strength into it.

And.

The demon reached out his hand as he watched the shackle being swung at him.

Magic activated without any incantation.

A barrier formed, and what appeared to be attack magic was inscribed in the air.

"That won't work."

"I don't know what you mean... huh...?"

As soon as the shackle hit the barrier, there was a cracking sound.

The barrier the demon had created tore like paper.

Even so, despite the shackle's unimpressive appearance and my inability to put full strength into the attack, it was still enough to break through such a flimsy barrier.

His eyes widened for the first time.

His movements became noticeably urgent.

The other magic that was being inscribed was suddenly canceled, and he drew the sword at his waist to block the shackle.

A sword.

A sword.

"A mage shamelessly using a sword? You bastard, give that to me."

"What is this... ugh?!"

As soon as I confirmed he had a sword, I threw the shackle at his face and grabbed his wrist.

It was useless for him to resist being disarmed.

CRACK—

The seemingly high-quality straight sword came to me, wrist and all.

I took the dangling wrist dripping with blood and threw it at one of the guys trembling behind me.

With a splat, both the wrist and his head burst.

The remaining guys started convulsing. One or two had already collapsed, foaming at the mouth.

"Thanks for the gift. I was feeling empty without a sword, I'll put it to good use."

"You crazy human...!"

I turned my gaze away from those humans and looked back at the demon while swinging the sword.

The demon's face, which had been expressionless all this time, contorted for the first time.

His severed wrist was already almost healed, but it seemed he had finally recognized me as an enemy.

"If you surrender quietly, I'll cut you cleanly without pain. What will you do?"

"...I will kill you."

"You still haven't come to your senses."

With that thought, I swung the sword around.

Not a bad sword. Not as good as what Horn made for me, but the grip isn't bad.

As I swung it casually, there were slicing sounds as space itself was cut.

And.

Suddenly, magic circles filled the air.

Magic that the demon was trying to cast was being inscribed at a rapid pace, directed at me.

"..."

"Die... just die, human!"

It was quite a magnificent sight on the surface, enough to intimidate anyone.

"Tsk... weaker than Asha."

Since I'm surrounded by monsters all the time, I don't feel any tension at all.

He kept singing "Elder, Elder," so I thought he was incredibly strong, but he seems about on par with the Sword Saint, though lacking in experience.

To put it another way, I often sparred with Asha.

It was something I requested after realizing I needed experience fighting strong mages.

I asked her not to hold back, and every time, I was thoroughly beaten without even getting to cross swords with her.

I couldn't even get close to what could be called close range, let alone point-blank range.

Damn it.

Anyway.

Because of that, I felt no tension from the demon's magic, which had its barrier broken even by a shackle.

There was a slicing sound.

Usually, they say the only ways to disrupt a spell are to attack the caster directly or use dispel magic.

But from my experience, it was also possible to thrust a sword at magic circles that hadn't been fully cast yet.

In truth, directly attacking was more effective, so this method didn't have much meaning beyond destroying morale, but still.

So I thrust my sword toward the empty air.

Now it wasn't just the space around the sword that distorted. Like sending out a sword aura, space itself was sliced in a long line.

The range covered all the magic circles that filled the prison space.

Soon, with continuous slicing sounds, it cut through all of them.

Of course, doing this much still put strain on my shoulder. Even if it wasn't completely dislocated, muscles tore and bones shifted.

"...ha."

But his fighting spirit was crushed.

The demon who had been screaming about killing me had a blank expression after just one sword strike.

He stared blankly at the scene before finally speaking.

"That... can't be magic, so what is it?"

"Want to know?"

"..."

"You'll understand if you experience it. That's how I learned, so if you want to know, try it."

With that, I approached right in front of him and thrust my sword.

The demon, seeming to sense his fate, closed his eyes.

I cut off the demon's limbs.

The traitors who had been trembling begged for their lives, but I looked at them indifferently and immediately beheaded them.

Some guys came down further into the underground prison and rushed at me, so I finished them off too.

Then I wrapped each of the ash-colored children in robes to hide their hair.

Since there was no good way to take them all out of the underground prison at once, I had to move them in several large sacks.

It was troublesome when children who had been sleeping woke up and kept poking their heads out of the sacks, but when I told them to keep their robes on properly, they all nodded.

Anyway, that's what happened.

Only after completely overturning the underground arena did I finally step outside.

And what I saw as soon as I came out was a sky covered in ash.

"..."

No.

Asha, Asha.

What on earth is going on here?
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To get straight to the point.

Asha wasn't exactly rampaging or angry.

"Ugh, I almost lost control after not seeing you for just a few days."

"Okay, I get it, but could you please stop that weird behavior of burying your nose in my neck and inhaling?"

"Sniiiiiff, hmmm... Hmmmmph!"

When I urgently went looking for Asha, worried something might be wrong, I found everyone gathered at the square.

Everyone was there—our other companions who had been outside, Asha, the Saint, the Hero, and the Sword Master.

"...So you're saying the ash everywhere is just from setting up a barrier to prevent anyone from escaping?"

"Yes, I didn't originally plan to spread it this far, but my emotions got intense and before I knew it... Sniiiff!!"

"Ah, please stop."

Shit, this is actually kind of scary.

Just look at those dark circles under Asha's eyes. I don't know what to do if she gets like this after just a few days.

Asha continued to hug me while inhaling deeply, then pointed at the Saint and spoke.

"But the Saint said it's better this way since everyone's scared because of the ash mixed in."

The Saint was smiling sweetly, holding a mace in one hand.

"You have quite a nasty personality."

"Huhu, if you say things like that, there won't be any healing for you after training with the Hero, okay?"

"...Ah, yes."

She really does have a fucking nasty personality, seriously.

I thought this while glancing at the Saint, then put down the bundles I'd been carrying in both hands with a thud.

The Saint stared at the sacks I'd placed down and asked a question.

"So I told you to win the underground arena and come back, but where's the prize? And what's all this? One, two, three... eight sacks? And one of them is dripping blood?"

"Ah, the one dripping blood is a demon. It's the prize I captured from the underground arena."

Her eyes widened at my response.

"What? You captured a demon?"

"They just rolled in on their own while I was locked up. I eliminated the traitors and only brought back the demon."

"Well done. One reason for setting up the barrier was to prevent any demons in the city from escaping. Let's see... Hmm. So that's why blood is dripping."

The Saint quickly opened only the blood-dripping sack and stopped the bleeding on the demon's limbs inside.

Actually, holy power is deadly to demons, so just placing her hand on the limbs caused the wound to sizzle and close on its own.

Well, the unconscious demon woke up screaming in pain, but that's beside the point.

While the Saint was doing that, Asha was no longer just hugging me but dangling from me.

She poked my side repeatedly.

"Ain, Ain."

"Ah, yes?"

"Then what's in the other sacks?"

She asked, blinking her eyes.

"Ash-colored?"

"What?"

"Ash-colored children who haven't awakened yet."

I said this while opening all the sacks, and the children hiding inside peeked their heads out.

They all had blank expressions, making them look somewhat like puppies.

"Ah."

"I brought them all since they were locked in the underground prison. I couldn't stand by when they said they'd use them as experimental subjects and sacrificial materials."

I said while patting the head of the closest child.

"You did well. But you know we don't have extra suppressants, right?"

"I know. That's why we should start preparing soon. The demon territory is right in front of us now."

Only the Hero, the Saint, Asha, and I will be entering the demon territory.

We'll be parting ways with our other companions before reaching that place.

So.

When I say "preparing," I mean I plan to give them plenty of work to do so they won't just loaf around after we part ways.

Yes.

Once you join Ain Corporation, there's no exit door.

Anyway.

While I was winning at the underground arena and dealing with the traitors, the situation outside had been mostly resolved.

The Hero's intuition was apparently so amazing that evidence worthy of justification was found at every place he deemed suspicious.

Evidence of collusion with demons, illegal drugs and trade goods, or tools engraved with curses.

After finding such things, he immediately revealed his identity, shot holy power into the sky, and first subdued the traitors like I did.

I've often wondered if the Hero is just a meathead, but maybe he's just pretending to be stupid.

'My muscles aren't growing well.'

'Muscle loss is a serious matter. We need to add 15 more sets.'

'Pick up the dumbbell. If you can't lift it, you might as well die.'

'Do at least 40 sets of squats. Leg strength is the source of everything.'

'Always rest in a lunge position.'

Hmm.

No matter how I think about it, he really is just an idiot who only knows about exercise and muscles.

Just a meathead with good intuition.

Thinking this, I looked at the tattoo engraved on the demon's body.

The long tattoo was on the demon's back, which I discovered during interrogation.

"One, two, three, four... eleven, twelve? What, are you twelve years old? Or do they have up to 12th grade these days? You must study really hard."

"Cough... it means I'm ranked 12th..."

"You?"

"..."

"Demons are screwed too, I guess."

For reference, I'm ranked 4th in this party. And that's just a title—in reality, I get beaten up regularly and have to do all the chores.

After giving the demon a quick teabagging, I handed him over to the Saint.

"Hmm, this is my first time interrogating a demon, but I recommend you speak up right away, okay?"

"...Will you let me live?"

"I'll give you a clean death. If we were in demon territory, I wouldn't kill you, but since I'm the Saint, I'm afraid I can't spare a demon who's colluded with humans."

"..."

The Saint said this with a sweet smile. The demon began reciting everything with a resigned expression.

Surprisingly, the Saint was our interrogation expert.

When the Hero starts an interrogation, he usually breaks a hand or foot first, causing the subject to quickly lose consciousness.

Judging by the bits of flesh already stuck to her mace, she must have beaten up a few humans before coming here.

So.

I bowed my head to the Saint and closed the door, then approached the Sword Master who had been waiting for me.

His words reached me.

"Ready to have a sword stuck in your neck, young man?"

"Hey, you really hold a grudge."

The old man's sword gleamed coldly.

He looked like he would really charge at me if left alone, so I quietly called for Asha.

"Asha."

"Yes."

Asha was now riding on my back, and at my call, she immediately snapped her fingers.

With that, the old man's fighting spirit was suppressed in an instant.

The Empire's Sword Master, who had been exuding an aura that made him seem ageless, looked at Asha and me with a blank expression.

"What?"

"...I can see your future. You're screwed."

"I know that very well, so please stop with the unnecessary comments and tell me what you couldn't say earlier."

I know very well that my future is screwed.

So I'd like him to satisfy my curiosity now.

And.

The Sword Master began his story.

"The Hero and the Saint are from the Empire. Moreover, you and the ash-colored one beside you are also from the Empire. Because of that, after the Hero took you and the ash-colored one in, the Papal State sent hundreds of protest letters."

He frowns at the mention of the "Papal State," as if it still gives him a headache.

"In truth, His Majesty the Emperor never doubted the Hero's intentions, but as the leader of a nation, he couldn't completely ignore the protests and demands from the Papal State."

The Sword Master shares what seems like a complaint, saying that even the Emperor sighed multiple times.

"So what could be done? Even if we couldn't fully accept the Papal State's protests and demands, we had to show some gesture of good faith. That's why I, known as the Emperor's Sword, reluctantly came all the way here."

He glances at Asha and me, saying he had no choice.

"I came here, dragging my old body, under the pretext of checking whether the Hero and the Saint's intentions had been corrupted, and whether you and the ash-colored one are truly targets that need to be eliminated."

He looks uncharacteristically exhausted.

Moreover, he speaks quite quickly, as if eager to return home soon.

"As soon as I return and report, His Majesty will send a letter to the Papal State. If the Hero's party returns after defeating the Demon King, you, your companions, and the ash-colored one will be pardoned and allowed to live in the Empire."

With that.

The Sword Master, with an expression suggesting he had said everything he needed to, looked down at his body still tightly bound by Asha's magic and spoke.

"Is that enough now? I'd like to go home, so please release me. My rabbit-like wife is waiting for me at home."

"No? You still need to tell me what you mentioned in the arena. About how all previous Heroes failed to return."

But there's still some information I haven't heard.

And I'm also curious about various news from the Empire.

So I shook my head at Gelhelm's request to be released and said that, but he stared at me intently and quietly muttered.

"Go fuck yourself."

"Excuse me?"

A curse flew at me immediately.

"Ask the Hero and the Saint about that, and please release me. Do you have any idea how hard it is to go on a business trip at the age of 80?"

"If you're this energetic at eighty, you'll surely live a long life."

"No, fuck... Can't you hear me asking you to release me?"

Of course, such mild curses had no effect on me.

"Hmm, then since we won't have a proper way to hear Empire news after we part, I'll just ask for some fresh news from the Empire."

"You crazy... ill-mannered... dog..."

"Yes, I know."

The Sword Master began his story again after hurling curses at me for quite some time.

And so.

The city of Barba was half-ruined.

All traitors connected to demons were purged by the Hero's sword, and some of the strange sights that had been legalized in the name of freedom were normalized by the Saint.

The Sword Master left with the letter the Saint gave him.

I still remember his grumbling figure as he walked away, complaining about being worked to the bone despite his old age.

The ash-colored children rescued from the underground prison couldn't be taken with us, so Asha took them to the valley.

Since they were all young children still far from awakening, there should be plenty of time until Avery makes more suppressants.

According to Asha, Adrian grabbed the back of his neck once, but that's beside the point.

Anyway, that's how it was.

"Yes, that's right. Not a single Hero's party has ever returned after entering beyond the boundary where the Demon King resides. Actually, I only found out after becoming the Saint."

"...Since ancient times?"

"Hmm, yes. According to records, from the legendary First Hero and Saint, who were said to be the strongest and greatest, to the previous Hero and Saint—none of them returned."

The Saint answered my question calmly, as if it wasn't a big deal.

She said that where we're heading is death.

Now I somewhat understand why they've been moving slowly. There was absolutely nothing good about rushing toward our destination.

"But then what's the point of our mission?"

"Huhu, we must return. I have family waiting, so does the Hero, and so do you, right?"

She smiles. The Hero remains expressionless.

Despite receiving adoration and praise from people, they don't tremble at all even though their destination is the shadow of death.

"...Is it possible?"

"Who knows? I'm not sure either. Since even those great previous Heroes and Saints all failed to return."

She tilts her head. The corners of her eyes are still kindly curved.

"But why are you smiling? You're not an idiot."

"Because crying won't change the situation. I'm destined to head there anyway."

She pops a candy given by the children into her mouth and chews while smiling.

"Can I hit you just once? We're going to be companions on the road to the afterlife."

"No?"

"..."

"You know, right? If the ash-colored don't become heroes, they're nothing but disasters forever. It's like an unchangeable principle of the world that requires this level of trial and effort. So it was the result of some deep thinking on my part."

After the Saint finished speaking, silence filled the carriage for a moment.

We have almost nothing left to talk about.

The end is suddenly right in front of us, and fate ticks away on the scale.

Now it's unknowable.

The carriage moves forward. It rattles.

The wind ripples. The ash-colored hair of the woman sitting next to me flutters with the breeze.

********

Two vessels were dyed ash-colored.

Not just the commonly affected eyes and hair, but also the nails, exposed tongue, and other body hair.

Behind their steps, traces remained.

Sticky filth from their soles, murky blood trailing behind them.

Their eyes are hollow.

Those are no longer human.

What should have been most brilliant and great has fallen into the deep shadows along with the ash color.

Is there any hope?

I don't know.

Whether someone will truly appear who can behead those things remains unknown.

- Excerpt from "Records of the Forgotten Ancient Sinner" -
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I discovered it.

Even on rotten, decaying earth, life bloomed.

Where the ash color began is merely desolate, yet there is life that dwells alongside the ash.

Flowers bloomed on the ground where ash powder had spread.

In a landscape where the stench of decay scattered, there was a unique scent that could be called fragrant.

On the barren earth, it is the only life form besides □□.

That is what should be called vitality.

I thought so, and began my research.

- Excerpt from 【Records of a Forgotten Ancient Criminal】 -

********

The pointy-eared Elf glances at me with drowsy eyes.

"You talk about seeing me in the distant future, yet you visit quite frequently."

"Well... you're still glad to see me, aren't you, Semper?"

This is the Elves' Forest, Orbis Sylva.

I'm here to gather materials to make suppressants for the ashen children I recently rescued.

Unlike the past when he gave me pieces in an elegant box, the priest chief now hands over pieces of the World Tree bark in an ordinary sack.

The quantity is quite substantial.

When I mentioned I needed enough for many children, he filled the sack abundantly.

"Take this and get out. It's awkward conversing with a criminal."

"I see your lips curling up a bit though?"

Despite his harsh words, his ears flutter slightly as if he's actually glad to see me. I'm not lying—his lips also twitched a little.

"...Human, stop with the unnecessary comments."

"Selina was always honest, but her father isn't. I guess she takes after her mother more?"

"Hah... truly. You're a human who never backs down from having the last word."

"Selina taught me to never lose an argument."

He shakes his head, and Asha and I giggle.

"Stop lying. My daughter wouldn't say such things."

"No, it's true."

"Just shut up. I'll ask her myself whether she really said that, so just take that and leave the forest."

I'm not sure how he plans to ask her when he's not going to the afterlife and coming back.

Still, I smile and reply.

"While you're asking, please tell Alicia she's doing well."

"I will. Someday."

Semper nods at my words and waves his hand, urging us to leave quickly.

Asha and I gather the World Tree bark pieces and teleport away.

When I open my eyes after the teleportation, the Hero is right in front of me.

"Finally here."

"Yes, and the dragon's shed skin?"

As always, the Hero is busy exercising with dumbbells, and behind him is a dragon trembling in fear.

"It's shedding right now. Wait."

"Well done."

While we were collecting World Tree bark from the Elves' Forest, I had teleported him to the Dragon's Nest to get some shed skin, and he's done his job well, whoever's child he might be.

"..."

"How admirable."

Praise makes even a Hero dance.

With that thought, I spoke to him, and the Hero glanced at me before responding.

"Stop talking nonsense and pick up a dumbbell. Still 30 sets left. I told the dragon to shed slowly, so we have plenty of time."

"What an asshole."

Indeed, praising the Hero means nothing. Just as he doesn't care when cursed at, he doesn't care when praised—he just keeps lifting his dumbbells.

And to avoid death, I caught the heavy dumbbell he threw with both hands.

He used to refuse to give me weights I couldn't lift, but now he just throws whatever he's been using.

"Use one hand."

"No way, this is too damn heavy to lift with one hand."

Of course, this dumbbell is disgustingly heavy compared to what I usually lift.

He probably threw it thinking it's a weight I could manage, but I'm struggling to lift it even with both hands.

So.

When I said that, his response was ridiculous.

"I can do it."

"You bastard, I can clearly see that you can."

Seemingly irritated by my words, he picked up another dumbbell and threw it.

"...Time is precious, so hold one in each hand."

"Ah, this bastard..."

If I had dropped the dumbbell I was holding and not caught the new one, I might have died on the spot.

"You'll lose muscle. Hurry up."

"Nngh! So... heavy...!"

I had to keep lifting dumbbells until the dragon finished shedding its skin.

It took 4 hours total.

The dragon, watching the Hero cautiously, deliberately took its time shedding until I finished my 30 sets.

Crazy snake.

Next time I need its skin, I'll just skin it alive.

Anyway.

We gathered the materials for the ashen suppressant again, and Avery is now skillfully manufacturing the suppressant in a corner of the carriage.

With my arms now too weak to lift, I spoke to the Hero.

"Hey."

"Keep exercising."

"You crazy bastard, stop it."

This madman holds the reins with one hand and lifts a dumbbell with the other.

When I glared at him in disgust, the Hero glanced at me and finally spoke properly.

"What is it?"

"Well... don't you smell anything like 'help' around here?"

Since he can smell "vileness" and react to it, I thought he might detect other smells too.

However, the Hero turned his head as if my question was absurd.

"There's no such thing. If you have energy to talk nonsense, you can lift more. Keep exercising."

"Hey... Then how does 'vile smell' make sense? Just smell around so we can go help... Ah, no. I'll lift the dumbbells, so please just keep driving the carriage, Hero."

I kept irritating the Hero until I noticed him slowly rising from the driver's seat, at which point I quickly backed down.

If I push further, he'll stop the carriage and beat me senseless.

Even if I apologize then, it won't help. That's a lesson burned into my brain from being beaten several times.

The Hero looked at me as if to say "no next time" and grabbed the reins again.

The Saint glanced back and forth between us before bursting into laughter.

"Pfft... you really know where the line is."

"It comes from a year's experience of getting beaten."

"Still, don't tease him too much."

"Yes."

She said that and went back to eating snacks with the children and drinking tea with Eileen.

It's peaceful.

The scene in this carriage heading toward death is incredibly peaceful.

Even though the demon territory is right ahead, no one trembles with anxiety.

We have already accepted our fate.

And so.

After the carriage travels for quite some time, a city appears in the distance.

The walls are thicker than those of other cities. Moreover, they're not just thick but layered several times.

Even the buildings visible from afar seem rather crude for such a large city.

And.

This scenery makes us more aware that we're approaching demon territory.

I glanced at the city and then asked the Hero.

"Don't you smell anything vile here?"

Since this is the border closest to demon territory among human nations, I wondered if there might be traitors.

However, the Hero stared at the city and answered.

"I smell something delicious. The smell of protein."

"What are you talking about now?"

The smell of protein, what nonsense.

His answer doesn't seem quite right, but at least he's not detecting any "vile smell."

With that thought, I looked at the Saint.

Usually, information about places we visit flows freely from the Saint's mouth.

So I was looking at her, waiting for an explanation, but the Saint just smiled and tilted her head.

"Hmm, I don't feel like telling you?"

"Seriously, why are you both like this? They say people who love each other grow alike, but you and the Hero are practically twins now."

It's just annoying.

"You shouldn't say such harsh things. I get hurt too."

"Then stop growing alike."

"...No more healing for you."

"Whatever, I'll just ask Asha to do it."

As I kept irritating her for a quick explanation, an angry smile appeared on her face.

Her eyes curved, but her lips trembled.

"Why are you so annoying? Are you becoming like the Hero?"

"Take back those harsh words. It's making me feel bad."

And then she said something really harsh.

"You've become so much like him in just a year, soon you'll become stupid too."

"Wow, damn. You're just cursing right to my face. Is that okay for a Saint?"

"You started it, didn't you?"

Still, comparing someone to a person who has nothing in his head except muscles and exercise is going too far.

The Saint and I bickered, comparing each other to the Hero and insulting each other, until the Hero, who was holding the reins, stopped the carriage.

His sharp gaze was now directed at us.

"Both of you, get out. You seem to lack exercise, so I'll teach you personally."

"Ah."

He gathered his dumbbells and got down from the driver's seat, then walked over and opened the carriage door.

"Get out."

"I'm sorry."

"I apologize."

"Too late, get out."

When we refused to leave, his large hand grabbed us by the nape of our necks.

The Saint and I are dragged out together.

Asha is pretending not to notice. The others are whistling and looking away.

Ah.

Damn it.
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The Saint lay sprawled on the ground, muttering blankly.

"...Derium. That's the name of that city."

"Ah, yes..."

Of course, I was also answering while sprawled beside her.

The two trainees who participated in the Hero's special training were finally released after three hours of continuous agony.

The others were still in the carriage.

They had watched the Saint and me writhing and wailing with amusement, but eventually got bored and fell asleep.

Only Asha had quietly gotten down and was now poking my face repeatedly.

The Saint continued her explanation.

"Ugh... so tired. It's a city known for bidding farewell to Heroes at their final moment. That's what it's called."

"That's quite an ominous title."

Saying it bids farewell at the final moment makes it sound like a city of funeral directors.

Besides, if you think about it, that place was indeed the last place where the Hero and Saint died, so it's somewhat fitting.

"Well... it was originally meant to be a city that both encourages Heroes as they set out and celebrates them when they return, but since no Hero or Saint has ever returned so far, I suppose the name makes sense."

"..."

So.

As I silently turned my head to look at the Saint's profile, she smiled brightly and continued.

"Anyway, you know what? That delicious smell the Hero mentioned earlier is real. They hold a banquet for us in that city."

"What?"

According to her, a banquet will be held for us in that city.

"It's the last supper. We'll probably get to enjoy everything a proper banquet has to offer~"

"How did they know we were coming and prepare with such perfect timing?"

"Well, of course I sent a letter in advance. It's customary to send a letter before visiting this place."

"...Huh."

The Saint continued to smile brightly as she answered my question, then groaned as she got up.

She immediately kicked the Hero's shin with a loud thwack and dusted off the dirt from her priestess robe.

"That hurts, Rua."

"I hurt more, you mean Hero."

I grabbed Asha's hand and stood up. All the dirt that had soiled my clothes disappeared when Asha snapped her fingers.

This was another magic I'd never seen before.

A spell that dusts off dirt—now that's a new way to make money.

"Oh, when did you create this spell?"

"I made it because Ain kept getting beaten up by the Hero and coming back looking so pitiful."

"A new money-making... oof..."

"You're supposed to be touched that I made it for you, Ain."

I was hit on the back of my head for expressing admiration Asha didn't want.



And so.

We boarded the carriage again.

When the Hero cracked the reins, Chun-sik and Chun-bae stepped forward vigorously, and the city quickly drew closer.

Meanwhile, the Saint made an "ah" sound and began to provide additional information.

"Oh, by the way, since it's a banquet, you should know that you'll have to dance."

"What?"

I've never danced in my entire life.

"Dresses for women and formal suits for men will be prepared, so don't forget that you'll need to change out of those shabby clothes."

"...What?"

The memory of wearing uncomfortable formal attire is already a distant blur from my past life.

"And since it's a banquet hosted by nobles, you should obviously know basic manners and etiquette in advance."

"...Would you like to just go with the Hero, just the two of you?"

"Hehe, even if I wanted to do that for you, I can't. It's a banquet to send off the entire Hero's party."

Needless to say, I had never learned etiquette for dealing with nobles either.

"Ah, since we have a count's daughter among us, shall we learn some basic etiquette from her first?"

"Oh! Leave it to me! I, Eileen, a genuine noble from the Haven Kingdom, will teach you!! Finally, my role! Yippee!"

Ah.

Suddenly everything felt bothersome.



However.

Despite my reluctance and discomfort, the carriage had already entered the city.

The guards saluted sharply when they saw the Hero and Saint and opened the gates. Thanks to knowing in advance about our visit, they welcomed us right from the entrance.

Yellow flowers bloomed modestly along the path we traveled.

"Impressive."

"It's the minimum respect for those heading toward death. After all, this is the frontline against the Demon Race."

Even the residents bowed their heads to us.

Children peeked out and waved their hands.

Moreover, despite clearly seeing Asha's ash-colored hair and eyes, no one frowned.

"I guess you mentioned Asha in your letter too."

"Hehe, of course. I wrote that I'd be bringing an ash-colored companion, so please welcome her."

Although she said she wrote ahead, it's still impressive that no one even furrowed their brows.

These people are fascinating in a different way from those in the valley.



And so.

The carriage traveled along the long road and stopped in front of a large building at the end.

Knights and nobles were already waiting in front of it.

"We will escort you."

One of them said to us.

The Hero, who had been sitting in the driver's seat, was the first to get off the carriage. The Saint opened the carriage door, got out after him, and spoke to me and my companions.

"Ain, remove your shackles before getting out of the carriage. Everyone, take off your robes for now, and remember to walk confidently, okay?"

She smiled brightly as she said this and hopped out of the carriage.

Peeking outside, I saw, quite uncomfortably, that nobles had gathered and were waiting for us to disembark.

Of course, Eileen and the children were excited.

"Hehe, I'm a noble too! Eileen, reporting for duty!"

"Wow! Delicious food!"

The three of them jumped out of the carriage first, saying such things.

"...I don't understand why I have to attend a human banquet."

"Haha... well... what can we do."

Horn grimaced as he said this, and Avery scratched his head awkwardly before getting out of the carriage.

So now, only Asha and I remained in the carriage.

I sighed deeply, reluctant to go out, but Asha, who was staring at me, somehow looked cheerful.

"Oh, are you looking forward to the banquet?"

"No?"

She shook her head in response to my question, but the corners of her mouth were turned up in a smile.

"...Really? But you look somewhat happy."

"Hmm... ah. I don't particularly care about anything else, but I'm looking forward to dancing with Ain."

Her eyes sparkled.

She fidgeted with her fingers as if that was definitely something she was excited about.

"I... I've never danced before, so I'll probably be a mess."

"That's okay."

I said that because I was worried about disappointing her, but she had already taken my hand and opened the carriage door.

"...What's okay? I'm going to ruin my first dance."

"I've never danced either, so I'll be a mess too. I don't mind if we're both a mess together."

Saying that, she smiled broadly and pulled me out of the carriage.

The gazes of those waiting focused on us.

There was no visible disgust in their eyes.

Whether they were hiding it well or were genuinely accepting, I wasn't sure, but they bowed their heads to us as well.









In other words.

The banquet didn't start right away.

To put it bluntly, we lacked dignity and etiquette, so we needed education before participating in the banquet.

To be precise, the Saint, Hero, and Eileen passed, but the rest of us were problematic.

The most surprising part was that the Hero, whom I thought was just a muscle-obsessed blockhead, was actually good at noble etiquette and even dancing.

That bastard.

So the Hero had already received approval from the maids and was exercising in the next room.

The Saint was enjoying tea time with some maids.

Horn, Avery, and the twins were each assigned to maids for education, while the person in charge of educating Asha and me was, as everyone could guess, the clearly inadequate noble lady.

"Now~ This is how you greet nobles. Would you like to try it?"

"..."

The movement was quite elegant.

It was definitely the kind of noble behavior one would expect. Eileen's gestures and tone made it suddenly hit home that she really was a noble.

"Keeping your mouths shut and not following along won't get you anywhere. Come on, try it now!"

"..."

But, how should I put it.

Watching her expression, unable to hide her smugness, made me want to raise my fist rather than follow along.

"Hey? Raising your fist against your teacher? What an absurd action! Points deducted!"

"Change our teacher. We want to be educated by the maids too."

God, this is ridiculous.

"No! And use formal language! You're being so inelegant!"

"Does it make sense for you to lecture about elegance?"

Having seen how she behaved throughout our journey together, I just couldn't focus.

"Excuse me! Right now, I am a count's daughter from the Haven Kingdom and your etiquette teacher! Show some respect!"

"What are you talking about? You're a lemonade maker."

"Kyaaak! Why are you bringing that up now!"

"That's why I said change our teacher. Unless you want to make lemonade again."

"Eek...! No! Just this once, I want to be in charge!"

With such pettiness behind her ambition to teach us directly, I couldn't find it in me to want to learn.



This lemonade-making girl.

She's gotten so cocky just because she hasn't made any recently. This won't do.
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Eileen refused to surrender.

Even while clinging to the Saint and shedding tears, she managed to secure a position above us, if only temporarily.

"This is bullshit."

"Tsk! Such vulgar language is unbecoming of nobility! You must change your speech and conduct to be elegant and dignified!"

Though her eyes were swollen from her earlier crying fit, the corners of her mouth turned upward, clearly pleased with herself.

She was thoroughly immersed in her hard-won role as teacher.

"I'm not nobility, you crazy woman."

"Then you should be even more respectful to me, a noble! You uncouth commoner!"

"...I'm speechless."

She's definitely not in her right mind.

I'd already thought as much when she eagerly joined this ridiculous journey just because she liked Asha, but looking at her again, she's clearly a woman with a strong and distinct sense of self.

But what can I do?

If this is her last wish before we part ways soon, I should grant it.

"Stop grumbling and follow along! Elegant and beautiful movements!"

"Yes, yes..."

With that thought, I followed Eileen's demonstrations and learned from her speech patterns.

I set aside some of my usual roughness.

With my arms and legs feeling empty without shackles or sword, I awkwardly narrowed and widened my stance, following Eileen to learn basic etiquette.

"Hoho, very good! Ain is following instructions much better than Asha!"

"..."

It would be better if she didn't keep adding unnecessary comments every time I followed her instructions.

"Asha! That's not how you do it! Tsk, if you want to show off those huge fat deposits, just leave!"

"Ain, would you mind waiting here for a moment? I think I need to have a word with Eileen."

I should probably stay quiet, or I might end up in Asha's grip for a time of reflection.

"Aaaah! But I'm the teacher now...! Kyaaak! Saint, Saint!! Ow, owww!"

"I'll be right back. This will be over in an instant."

What.

What exactly will be over in an instant?

"I'm the teacher... oomph! Help... gyaaah!"

"You should know your limits, Eileen. I've been very patient with you."

I watched Eileen being dragged away in Asha's grip but couldn't bring myself to ask.

"I'm sorry...! I won't do it again!! Ah, Lady Asha... Lady Asha!"

"Too late."

It probably wouldn't be good to show curiosity about this.

Next to the reception room where we were practicing dance was a small private chamber.

After an agitated Asha and a pale-faced Eileen entered, the wooden door closed with a thud.

Screams echoed through.

Pleas for help could be heard.

Though the wooden door remained firmly shut, sorrowful and pitiful sounds continued to leak out.

The eyes of the maids, who had maintained calm expressions despite the clear noise, trembled slightly.

And then.

Not long after, the door opened again.

"Ta-da."

Asha emerged with a satisfied expression, dragging Eileen behind her.

The girl was a mess.

Her hair was disheveled, her eyes hollow. Her mouth hung open with drool dripping down. Her clothes were torn in places, making her look like a beggar.

"Hmm, well done."

"Of course. I told you it would be instant."

Anyway.

With that, Eileen's basic etiquette lessons resumed in a more normal state.

In truth, setting aside the annoying parts, Eileen's words and actions were all properly noble, making it quite an informative session.

The formal attire is uncomfortable.

The shoes feel awkwardly cumbersome, and my eyes keep drifting to my empty waist.

The neatly styled hair also bothers me. It's a hairstyle I've never worn before.

"Hmm, I think the basic etiquette and appearance are decent enough now?"

"It should be after four hours."

The Saint glanced between me and Asha before nodding.

"That time was entirely because of you and Asha. Can't you see Horn, Avery, and the children are already practicing dancing?"

"..."

As she said, Asha and I were the last ones.

Horn, being a former dwarf chieftain, didn't need much correction to begin with, and Avery was always well-mannered except for his stuttering.

As for the children, they could get by with just the basics.

"So hurry up and practice dancing. You need to dance at least three songs as a matter of courtesy."

"...Yes."

I bowed my head to the Saint and had to move on to another learning session.

Ah.

By the way, the dance instructor is also Eileen.

"Now, place one hand in mine, put your other hand on my waist, and our bodies should be pressed together."

"Yes, yes."

So.

I approached Eileen casually, intending to follow her instructions, but there was an obvious problem.

"Eileen."

"Ah."

"You dare try to embrace Ain."

"Please spare me."

Physical contact is unavoidable when learning to dance, but someone's expression has turned cold and she's shedding ash.

Unlike before, she's glaring at Eileen with a hardened expression devoid of playfulness.

A face that says she'll kill if touched.

"Ain."

"Hmm..."

Of course, that cold expression soon turns toward me as well.

An implicit warning that if I make contact with another woman, it won't end with just words.

Because of this, after looking at Asha's face, I turned to the Saint sitting on the sofa drinking tea.

"I think learning to dance might be impossible, Lady Saint."

"Well, hmm. Would you like to practice with me then? I'm confident Asha won't kill me."

No, I don't think that's the issue.

The Saint extended her finger to me with a teasing smile.

Asha's expression grew even colder.

Eventually, we found an alternative.

Eileen was surprisingly capable when it came to noble manners and could handle both male and female dance roles.

In other words, Asha is learning both roles while dancing with Eileen.

I'm just watching quietly now.

"Take the steps slowly. One-two, one-two. That's right, like that. Even if you step on feet, just continue naturally."

"..."

Perhaps because time is limited, Eileen has become serious, teaching without any playfulness.

"At this part of the song, release the hand on the waist, let the woman spin twice, then the man pulls her back. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

Asha also concentrates on Eileen's instructions.

She matches her steps to Eileen's lead, clicking her heels on the floor.

At first she looked quite awkward and uncomfortable, but now even her expression has become natural.

"Normally, this would be when you switch partners and continue dancing... but since Lady Asha wouldn't want that, just keep holding hands and matching steps."

"Is that okay? Won't it ruin the performance?"

"No, it's fine. Other nobles will tactfully adjust and change partners. Nobles are quite impressive when it comes to dancing, you know?"

As Eileen smiled brightly, Asha's lips curled up as well.

It's quite a stylish and beautiful sight.

The dress hem follows her steps, flowing with the music.

Her ash-colored hair sways.

Her ash-colored eyes shine dreamily.

The beads of sweat she sheds fall to the floor, blending with the colors.

"...Beautiful."

When I murmured without thinking, an answer came.

"I know."

That mischievous and delicate voice, accompanied by a gentle smile directed at me, reaches my ears mixed with the music.

I don't deny it.

She's beautiful no matter how many times I look at her.

She's definitely a lovable woman.

The next day finally arrived.

"Sigh..."

"Don't be nervous, Ain."

Beside me stood Asha, beautifully adorned.

"...Why does it feel like I'm the only one nervous?"

"It's not just your imagination that you're the only one nervous. From what I can see, you definitely are the only one trembling."

In front of us stand the Hero and the Saint, and behind us are our companions.

From beyond the banquet hall, we can hear the announcement that we'll be entering soon.

"No, why is no one else nervous?"

My quiet muttering was answered from both front and back.

"Hoho, I suppose the Hero and I are quite accustomed to banquets."

"I smell protein inside. A rare opportunity for proper protein supplementation, so just follow along."

The Saint and Hero answer. They're so consistent.

"Do you know how many banquets I've attended as chieftain?"

"We were told we just need to eat the delicious food!"

Horn and the twins also respond as if it's no big deal.

"Hoho! The banquet hall is the stage for me, Eileen Frigia Delphinium, a noble! It feels as comfortable as my own home!"

"Haha... what's done is, uh, done."

Eileen is rather excited, while Avery smiles awkwardly with a resigned expression.

And then.

"They're entering!"

With that announcement from inside, the large doors opened.

The banquet hall was already filled with numerous nobles, and I took a deep breath before stepping forward.

Ch.227 - Episode 13. Chance Encounter, Predetermined Farewell. (4)
# Episode 13. Chance Meeting, Scheduled Farewell.

Eyes turn toward us.

Attention focuses.

Many gazes are directed at the Hero and the Saint, then quickly lower and scatter, but even among them, some still glance sideways at me.

The ashen gray.

To them, I am a disaster who walked into the banquet hall under the pretext of being the Hero's companion.

No matter how much they try to hide it, their eyes reveal a natural aversion.

I glare back at such people and firmly grasp Asha's hand.

"It's okay. I don't mind."

"..."

She receives those stares as if accustomed to them and smiles brightly at me.

Our roles have reversed from before.

If she once avoided people's gazes while I stood in front to shield her, now Asha is the one who says it's okay first and takes a step forward.

She acts in a way that puts strange cracks in their hatred, anxiety, fear, and rejection.

Even as a small sense of curiosity begins to sprout through those cracks, Asha just keeps smiling and moving forward.

This must be the first time they've seen ashen gray appearing normal.

If they had actually encountered it before, they would have witnessed death, and newspapers and rumors only ever described the ashen gray as a disaster, evoking nothing but disgust.

Anyway, that's how it was.

We entered the banquet hall.

The nobles who had bowed their heads gradually lifted their faces, and an elderly man who appeared quite advanced in age walked toward us.

Thud-

The soft music that had been playing stopped.

Thud-

The whispering and chattering nobles fell silent.

Thud-

When the slow footsteps reached the Hero, the old man bowed his head.

"Hero, Saint. Thank you for your arduous journey. I, the head of the Suad family who has managed this city for generations, offer my greetings."

"Yes."

"Pleased to meet you, Lord."

The Hero and Saint respond.

Though they must be meeting for the first time, both sides speak and act as if the situation is familiar.

A Hero heading toward death and someone sending off that Hero for the last time.

"I will ensure you lack nothing during your stay. For now, please enjoy this banquet."

"Thank you. I'll count on you when I return as well."

"Heh heh... Yes, of course."

The greeting is brief.

It ends quickly, as if trivial pleasantries and formalities would be a waste of time.

The old man slowly raises his bowed head, and his hunched body retreats with a smile.

The music that had briefly stopped begins playing again.

The atmosphere of the banquet hall, which had grown quiet, becomes lively once more.

And so.

The Saint turned around to address us.

"Now~ From this point on, it's free time. Everyone eat what you want and rest as much as you need. Oh, and of course, when the time comes to dance, please gather accordingly."

After saying this, the Saint approached Eileen, linked arms with her, and walked away first.

I've often thought this, but the Saint seems quite fond of Eileen.

And as the Saint and Eileen were the first to walk away, Asha, who had been quietly watching, muttered.

"Hmm, Eileen is my cuddle doll."

"Asha, Eileen is a person."

"Tsk..."

With an expression that suggested she was oddly displeased, she scanned Eileen's retreating figure and then grabbed my arm.

I was about to let myself be dragged away by her pouting face.

"Come with me. You need to consume protein."

"Ah..., this crazy bastard."

If only an enormous hand hadn't gripped my other arm as if it would tear it off.

Asha frowned as if she couldn't bear to lose me too and pulled on my arm.

"Let go."

"You let go, Ash-colored."

The Hero, acting as if he couldn't care less about such a woman, gripped my arm and pulled.

"Go eat by yourself."

"This guy needs protein supplements."

Both of them continue to pull me firmly toward themselves.

"He's mine right now."

"Why should I care about that?"

Asha subtly began drawing up mana, and a cracking sound came from the arm the Hero was holding.

So.

"Ah shit, I'm going to die at this rate. Give me a break. No matter what, being dismembered in the middle of a banquet hall seems a bit much."

That's what I said.

Since I was about to have both arms ripped off in the middle of the banquet hall, I spat out a crude curse.

Fortunately, both of them released my arms after hearing my words.

And so the two of them reached an agreement regardless of my wishes.

The plate I'm holding is filled with protein lumps piled up by the Hero, and my body is being dragged around by Asha.

Delicious-looking foods are stacked here and there on the tables, but all I've been given are protein lumps.

"This sucks."

"Want to eat something secretly?"

"He said he'd kill me if I ate anything with sugar."

There was no way to eat secretly while constantly feeling the Hero's gaze.

"Hmm, then I'll enjoy something tasty."

"...How spiteful."

Asha popped the sweet dessert she had been offering me into her own mouth.

She chews and smiles broadly.

She pokes a lump of what might be food or protein supplement from my plate with a fork and shoves it into my mouth while speaking.

"But you still love me, right?"

"...Yes."

I won't deny that emotion, but I also won't deny that she's being spiteful.

Thinking this, I continued to chew the protein lumps in my mouth while naturally looking around.

My companions are each gathering and eating the food they want.

Horn is sitting with Avery in a corner, sharing a table and conversing with some nobles.

Yaki and Tori are running around gathering food from here and there. Their appearance must be quite adorable, as everyone glances at them with upturned lips.

The Saint and Eileen are laughing and chatting among noble ladies, and the Hero is at that table full of protein dishes, alternating between taking a bite of food and lifting a dumbbell.

Naturally, nobles were gathered around them.

Except for me and Asha, who were quiet and peaceful with no one approaching, everyone else was like that.

Gazes continue to gather.

Curiosity is sprouting between emotions like disgust and anxiety.

However, since it's difficult for people to change suddenly, no one with the courage to approach appears.

Even if we were to return after defeating the Demon King, there would certainly be people who wouldn't change.

"It's not easy."

"What isn't?"

"Just... nothing is easy."

There's nothing in the world that's easy.

It's something I've thought about every moment since I was very young, but it feels like even after struggling to escape one swamp, I fall into a new, deeper one.

Hardships never seem to end.

I hope for a perfect ending after defeating the Demon King, but I feel like there will be other problems by then.

It's clear that people's perceptions, built up over hundreds and thousands of years, won't change in an instant.

I really don't know.

And.

As I was hammering my head with such miscellaneous worries, another tasteless protein lump was poked into my mouth.

"Mmph..."

"All of that is unnecessary worry."

"What's unnecessary about it?"

"But we saw the future at the Bercio ruins, didn't we? We'll definitely be happy, Ain."

Asha smiled broadly, telling me not to say useless things.

She casually brought up what we had seen and experienced together.

"...But you know."

"What else are you dissatisfied with?"

"I wasn't in that future, was I? We spent quite a bit of time in that mansion, but I didn't see my future self at all."

Of course, it was less than a day if you think about it, but my appearance wasn't visible until we returned to the present.

I just let it go at the time, but occasionally when I think about it, I wonder where on earth I had gone.

So when I asked that, Asha tilted her head as if thinking for a moment before answering.

"Hmm... I can be certain about that part."

"What can you be certain about?"

She said she was certain and looked at me while licking her lips.

"I dare to guess that Ain was definitely collapsed on the bed."

"..."

"Because my future face was glowing."

"Ah."

Her eyes became a little sticky. Her breath slightly quickened.

She dipped into the dessert and put it in her mouth, then licked the cream off the fork as if showing me.

"Hehe, it's a good future, isn't it?"

The corners of Asha's eyes curved roundly as she said this.

That appearance was quite lovable, making my heart pound, but it also made me feel a bit scared.

Some of the men who had been glancing at Asha from around us blushed as if enchanted.

Indeed.

Nothing is easy.

Time passes, and the atmosphere ripens.

The crisp music that had been flowing changes its form.

The nobles who had been laughing and chatting naturally rise from their seats and step toward the illuminated stage.

And.

The same applies to us. It's a moment we've practiced dozens of times.

I put down my empty plate and stood up.

Turning to face Asha, I took a slightly trembling breath and gently extended my hand.

"..."

"..."

My heart is pounding.

Perhaps it's because those ashen gray eyes are looking directly at my face and my outstretched hand, but I feel strangely nervous.

Asha also rises from her seat.

Her skirt ripples. Her long hair flows down from her shoulders.

It's not an elaborate dress.

She refused to wear a dress with lots of accessories and colors, saying she would rather die, so her dress is in the form of a white blouse and a black skirt.

It has a neat and tidy feel.

It suited her well.

So I smiled at such a woman and spoke.

"Shall we dance one song?"

I uttered a predictable and common phrase, and Asha raised the corners of her lips and took my hand.

"What are you saying? We practiced eight songs in total, so we have to dance all of them, Ain."

"...No."

Of course, her answer was neither predictable nor common.
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I head toward the stage holding Asha's hand, and people gradually create distance between us.

Naturally, their intention is avoidance, but I'm grateful that they're naturally making space for us to stand.

A moment of silence passes.

In the changed atmosphere, the music stops until everyone who has come out to dance finds their place.

The sounds of footsteps—thump, click—continue as people form lines, and some exhale as if taking deep breaths like me.

"I never thought there would be anything like dancing in my life."

"Hehe, that's right. I thought the same."

For a commoner and an Ash-colored person to enjoy a banquet and dance among nobles is probably an experience that will never happen again.

In fact, even if I were given more opportunities, this is a place I'd want to refuse, being a common citizen.

Anyway.

I'm ready.

The music flows again. As the musicians' hands begin to move, the melody continues.

I hold one of her hands in mine, wrap my other hand around her waist, and our bodies naturally press together.

Finally, I take a step.

Thump—

Click—

Like keeping time with the song, everyone's footsteps sound in unison.

It has begun.

The corners of Asha's mouth turn up. Her fingers fidget in my grasp, and her waist twitches slightly as if ticklish.

"Slowly."

"Hm..., yes."

I move as Eileen taught me.

I take the steps slowly.

One step at a time, matching with others, connecting them with a similar feeling even if somewhat awkwardly.

Thump—

Click—

Her eyes shine.

Looking at her from such close proximity, they sparkle with an ashen glow.

Her long hair also flows naturally with our movements, shimmering in the light.

Though it was the first time dancing for both of us, we continue with hardly any mistakes.

A few times Asha steps firmly on my foot, but we just giggle and take the next step.

Before we know it, the song reaches its climax.

As Eileen taught me, I release the hand holding her waist, and Asha naturally turns her body.

And as she twirls around, she looks quite elegant, and aside from being Ash-colored, she might be the most beautiful woman here.

Attention focuses on Asha once again.

Men who should be paying attention to their partners stare blankly at her smiling brightly.

Their faces show disgust and rejection toward her being Ash-colored, yet attraction to her beautiful appearance.

So.

After glancing around at such sights, I naturally pull Asha toward me.

She falls into my arms.

With a giggling laugh, she hugs me tightly, unlike what Eileen taught us.

"This way we can't continue dancing."

"Hm, who cares? We can just stay like this for a moment and then dance to the next song."

It's ticklish.

My heart pounds like crazy.

The tension that existed before we started is already gone.

Emotions I couldn't properly feel because we've only been moving urgently flow through me.

The ash powder that escapes as Asha's mood heightens dissipates when the Saint snaps her fingers, leaving only a smile that seems happy.

And so.

The song continues.

Those who were dazed soon come to their senses and hurriedly move to the next motion.

Our footsteps naturally continue as well.

In other words.

Everyone was naturally changing partners with each new song.

The Saint and the Hero, Horn and Avery, even Eileen and the twins were all doing so.

However, we were not at all.

"I'm starting to feel self-conscious."

"What?"

"No, I didn't say anything."

I could never escape from her.

Asha held my hand firmly with no intention of letting go, and she flatly rejected men who approached her despite her being Ash-colored.

There were men who extended their hands with flushed faces.

There were high-ranking men who asked Asha to dance with noble, deep voices.

And clearly, that remarkable courage to approach her—being attracted to Asha's appearance while still despising the Ash-colored—was trampled mercilessly.

Moreover, even the young ladies of various families who were fidgeting beside me returned to their original partners when Asha just stared at them intently.

"..., This isn't easy."

"What?"

"No, I didn't say anything."

We've already danced five songs in a row.

Asha, true to her declaration, seems determined to dance all eight songs we practiced, looking at me with sparkling eyes.

Of course, it's lovely and certainly nice, but I can't help feeling self-conscious with everyone's gazes constantly on us.

She looks only at me as if not caring at all, but I naturally observe people's reactions.

So.

As I continue dancing while glancing here and there, Asha's foot comes down on mine.

Stomp—

She looks up at me with half-closed eyes and steps on my foot hard enough to make a sound.

"Look only at me. Don't turn your gaze to other women."

"That..., I'm not turning my gaze to other women."

It doesn't hurt being stepped on, but her gaze is somewhat frightening.

All the emotions in her eyes as she looks at me are a bit scary.

"Focus only on me. Look only at me. Look solely at me, Ain."

"Yes."

Obsession, desire, love, affection..., emotions flow endlessly.

They stick to me everywhere, more viscous and sticky than before.

I wonder if taking suppressants would make it better.

However, honestly, I don't know.

I can't tell if even those emotions would normalize.

And.

As we continue to the next song, the doors of the banquet hall burst open with a bang.

"Hohoho!! The great me has arrived!!"

A voice that's familiar yet definitely shouldn't be heard here penetrated through the music.

Blonde hair in buns.

A fan in one hand, a glamorous dress sparkling with all sorts of accessories.

A small body of about 150cm with a modest chest to match.

"A dramatic entrance to save the ignorant commoner!! Hohoho! It is the arrival of Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour!"

Shit, what the hell is she doing here?

Why is she here instead of in the Republic?

Even as I think this, she spreads her arms wide, thrusting out that modest chest.

"Oh my, dancing!! Perfect timing! The perfect moment for my entrance!! Plus, this is my favorite song!!"

An overwhelming presence that can never be hidden even in this large banquet hall.

That voice gets closer, and those maniacal eyes scan the banquet attendees as if pleased, whirling around.

Ah.

Our eyes met at last.

Before I could ask her to please ignore me, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour ran toward me.

Lucia rushed over and extended her hand to me.

"Ignorant commoner! Please dance one song with me as well..., no, no!! I absolutely!! Absolutely had no intention of dancing with you!! I'm sorry, I apologize!!!!"

"...Your manner of speech, your manner of speech."

"Ah.... I, I just wa-wanted to dance with so-someone else!! I'll see you again after finishing dancing!!"

And as if sensing the imminent death that had approached right before her, she quickly changed her words. She stepped back from her approach and naturally fled in another direction.

Her ability to sense killing intent is remarkable, now as it was before.

As Lucia moved away, there was one more person approaching us.

Though he might seem slightly more normal than her, a middle-aged man with a similar aura of presence came toward us.

"It's been a while, commoner."

"..., Why is the Viscount here?"

Tripol Vicente Todorica Seymour, Lucia's father and a viscount, approached me and greeted me first.

"Naturally, I've come to rescue you. It is a noble's duty to save commoners, and if the Ash-colored are also commoners, then saving them is the right thing to do. I learned this from my daughter this time, indeed!"

"...."

"But, by the time I came to rescue you, I heard you had already been saved by the Hero and the Saint. Ah, my noble role has been taken away...."

"Ah..., yes."

"So for now, continue the dance you were having. I'll come back with my daughter a little later. That is noblesse oblige, indeed!"

"Ah, yes.... Thank you."

The viscount said this and slowly moved in Lucia's direction.

Lucia, who had fled claiming she wanted to dance with someone else, was floundering among people, not knowing what to do, so it seems he intends to help her.

"..., Are they sane?"

"A noble who claims to have come to save the Ash-colored couldn't possibly be sane."

Even Asha is looking at their retreating figures with an expression suggesting they're strange people.

They are remarkable people who can divert her gaze, which had been fixed only on me all this time.

Anyway.

Looking beyond the banquet hall doors, I can see soldiers in armor standing by. I recognize the faces of the private soldiers I saw at the viscount's mansion in the Republic.

When they meet my eyes, they grin as if pleased to see me.

"...."

Indeed, both father and daughter, and even all members of the viscount's household, are completely insane.

If I hadn't been rescued by the Hero and the Saint, they all would have fallen into being Ash-colored supporters.

Crazy people.

Well, still.

It was nice to see them after so long.
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So to speak.

Asha stubbornly danced all eight songs even in this situation.

Some people left the formation with bewildered expressions when this strange person suddenly appeared, but Asha danced steadfastly as if she didn't care at all.

And as Asha came down from the stage, she said:

"I'm going to dance again after we defeat the Demon King."

"Hmm, I wonder if you'll even be in any condition to dance."

She must have really enjoyed dancing, as she smiled brightly and said she wanted to dance again.

"Stop saying unnecessary things."

"Ugh... that hurts...!"

She pinched my side, telling me to stop ruining the good mood, but the corners of my mouth remained upturned.

Anyway, that's how it was.

Asha and I came down from the stage before the next song started playing, and headed toward our companions who had already left the stage and were eating again.

"Good job, kid."

"Haha... unlike during practice, you really d-danced well..."

Since absolutely no one else danced eight songs in a row like us, they all glanced at Asha with somewhat tired expressions.

Among them was, of course, Lucia, who had surprised us with her sudden appearance.

"Mmm! This food is absolutely delicious! A unique flavor I've never tasted in the Republic! I shall take some back with me!"

She's spouting such nonsense while tasting various foods with her fork.

So I naturally approached her and spoke.

"So why are you here anyway?"

"My, how dare a commoner speak informally to a noble! How extremely disrespectful!"

I spoke informally.

Lucia glared at me and snapped open her fan with a click, but I didn't particularly care.

I thought about it carefully, and I'm already speaking informally to Eileen, who's a count's daughter, so I wondered if formality was really necessary.

Besides, after receiving etiquette lessons according to the banquet rules, I wondered what was the point of showing respect to nobles when we're about to go fight the Demon King.

"Have you ever seen a criminal speak formally to a noble? That's not a thing anymore."

"What!!"

"Didn't you say nobles are supposed to grant commoners' wishes?"

"What...!! Such profound meaning...!!!"

Bullshit.

It's funny how she looks at me with wide eyes as if she's just realized some profound truth.

She's a woman who seems both most noble-like and least noble-like at the same time.

I smiled slightly and continued.

"So why did you really come here?"

"Hmm? Obviously to rescue you!"

I looked at this noble-like woman who tilted her head as she spoke.

Actually, while I was glad to see her again, there was something I kept wanting to ask.

"No, you must have found out eventually. The fact that we were rescued by the Hero was plastered all over the newspapers like a bulletin board, so why did you keep coming?"

Why.

For what reason.

"Of course I found out midway, but still, one never knows!"

"What exactly don't you know when the whole world knows?"

It's fortunate things worked out well thanks to the Hero and the Saint. Otherwise, she might have been executed for nothing.

Why. Why bother.

I looked at her with that meaning in my gaze, but she just smiled brightly.

She snapped open her fan and proudly thrust out her chest.

"Because a poor commoner might need my help! So as a noble who cares for commoners, and as your companion, I came to help."

"..., At this rate, you too could become a criminal for supporting the Ash-colored Witch, and your baronial house could collapse in an instant."

Despite my frowning response, Lucia's expression became quite serious.

She answered.

"That's fine."

"What's fine about it? I'm saying you could have died."

"If power means turning a blind eye to commoners' suffering, I'd gladly give it up and die. I judge based on what I see with my own eyes and hear with my own ears, Ain."

Lucia abandoned her pretentious noble act and said that.

"..."

"I didn't come all this way on a whim. Power comes with responsibility. One must not acquiesce to injustice. That's why nobles exist, Ain."

"..., Ha."

Her eyes sparkled brightly.

"Truthfully, I hesitated at first. Despite my words, I too, as a noble, was reluctant to act out of fear of losing power. Perhaps it's because of the blue blood flowing through my veins, as you mentioned when we first met."

"Sigh."

She spoke clearly even as music played in the background.

"But if I'm just going to hide at times like this, how can I proudly call myself your companion?"

"..., Didn't we make a promise?"

Before leaving, we had promised.

The twins who lost their parents to war, the dwarf whose tribe members all died, the doctor who was the sole survivor of an epidemic.

Unlike me, a commoner, and Asha who was abandoned in an alley, Lucia had much to lose, so we told her to pretend not to know us if we became criminals.

Not only her power but also the servants of her house and the orphanage children—she had many responsibilities, so we told her not to worry about us.

The woman who used to boast about a noble's generosity in granting commoners' requests—that's what we asked of her before leaving.

Yet she still came all the way here.

So.

As I looked at her that way, Lucia glanced around at our companions and answered.

"I'm your companion too. Besides, you promised much earlier, didn't you? You said you'd grant my wish, so to fulfill that wish, I had to rescue you first, right?"

"Ah."

"So with this, the 10 billion dera debt is settled."

Anyway.

None of them are in their right mind.

"There's not a single sane person around me."

"Perhaps just you. You're the strangest one of all."

They're all people missing not just one, but multiple screws.

"Fine. Just change your speech pattern back."

"Oh my! When did my other self take over my body?!"

Right.

Honestly, she was kind of cool.

She really seemed like a true noble, so I just stared blankly for a moment.










The banquet ended like that.

We declined the offer to extend the banquet for a few more days if we wanted.

One day was enough.

No, there was nothing particularly good about going beyond one day.

The longer it dragged on, the more unnecessary thoughts would mix with our resolve to move forward.

After all, no one would want to embark on a journey toward death.


Anyway, we enjoyed ourselves well into the late night and then all gathered at the luxurious lodging arranged by the head of House Suad.

As always, the Saint clapped her hands to get everyone's attention.

"Well~ As we promised a year ago, we'll have to part ways tomorrow morning! From now on, only the Hero, myself, Ain, and Asha will continue forward."

The moment that had been scheduled long ago had arrived.

It was the reward I received for blocking and taking the Hero's sword.

Beyond the territory of the Demon Race, only Asha and I would proceed. The journey of our other companions would pause here for now.

"..., Can't we just come along too?"

"Th-that's right... We could just c-continue together..."

Of course, as that moment approached, our companions uttered such words.

Horn, Avery, the twins, and even Eileen all wore quite peculiar expressions.


However.

The Saint cut them off sharply.

"No, you can't. You'll certainly die. You'll only be a burden as we advance. Taking people who need protection to a place where all previous Heroes and Saints have died would be insane, wouldn't it?"

""....""

Uncharacteristically harsh words cut through the lingering emotions.

Then she smiled kindly again and continued.

"We all need to survive. That's why we must part ways."

"..."

No one answers her words. Everyone keeps their mouths firmly shut.

"Although it was only a year, I enjoyed it much more than when I was advancing with just the Hero. So I can't allow myself to take companions to a place where death is certain. I'm sorry."

"..."

The atmosphere that had been so joyfully heated during the banquet instantly became gloomy with just a few words.

And the clap sound rings again.

"In that sense, Lady Lucia's appearance came at a perfect time~ I was wondering who to entrust everyone to for protection, but a baronial house from the Republic should be trustworthy, right?"

Hoho, no matter what, I couldn't possibly entrust them to the Papal State, could I?

The Saint said such crazy things as a joke while looking at Lucia.

Lucia blinked with round eyes and tilted her head, then raised her fan and replied.

"Hmm..., is the Saint also a commoner...? Or not...? Perhaps, are you a commoner, Saint?"

"Well~ I currently have the unique status of Saint, but once I'm no longer a Saint after defeating the Demon King, wouldn't I return to being a commoner?"

At those words, Lucia thrust out her modest chest with an expression that suggested she'd found her justification.

"Then a future commoner! I, Lucia Vicente Todorica Seymour, shall accept that request! Now, everyone follow me!"

"Hoho, you truly are a noble."

"Ohoho! Helping commoners is only natural!"

And there's another noble who joins the conversation.

"Well said, Lucia!! I too agree!!! I've learned another lesson from you this time!!"

"Yes, Father!!! This is what being a noble is all about!!!"

In other words, they're strange people.

They may have gone crazy in a good way for me, but they're definitely strange people.


Still.

The lodging scene that could have turned into a sea of tears was filled with incredulous looks and hollow laughter.

Thanks to that, the night passed without anyone shedding tears.










Morning arrives.

"Then I'll see you later."

"Don't die."

I climbed into the carriage and greeted those who hadn't boarded.

"Why would I die? I need to make it big with Ain Corporation. Make sure you expand the business properly while I'm gone, Horn."

"..., Stop saying such bullshit."

I smiled slightly and waved my hand again.

From the coachman's seat came a rather cold voice saying, "We're departing," as he cracked the reins.


So.

I spoke one last time to my companions who were gradually growing distant.

"Then I'll be going now."

It was a scheduled farewell.

A temporary parting to meet again.

I thought this as I looked at the empty spaces in the carriage that had somehow become vacant, and at those still standing there.










********










It is done. I have finally completed it.

According to my calculations, this is a perfect cure.

When I sprinkle it on the ash-colored land, the ash powder disappears as if being purified.

Although it turns ash-colored again due to the deeply rooted curse in this land, it momentarily holds its true color.

Therefore.

I can cure the disaster.

I have found a way to eliminate the hatred.

The child who once clutched at my trouser leg is now dead, but someone else might be saved.


So I wonder.

Perhaps it might work on those things as well.

Whether this cure would be meaningful to □□ and □□ who have become mediums of the ash color.

I pondered.

□□ who walks the same path repeatedly, dragging a toothless sword on the ground, and □□ who follows behind, holding a book whose form is barely recognizable.

I was conflicted.

They have now become mere gatekeepers guarding the enormous building, the temple.


And.

I made my decision.

It's worth trying.

Since I won't be able to escape without resolving those things anyway, I decided to approach □□ and □□ who have become mediums of the ash color.

- Excerpt from "Records of a Forgotten Ancient Sinner" -
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The first attempt at purification, or healing.

Failed.

Even approaching those things that have become disasters is arduous.

With each step taken, my skin burns. No, my skin turns to ash and crumbles.

As I solve one problem, a new one confronts me.

Though hope seems absent, I must find a way.



The second attempt at purification, or healing.

I nearly died.

Taking one more step to investigate further, my ankle was immediately blown off.

As if warning me not to cross any further, attacks begin the moment I cross the line.

Firing magic from a distance like a sniper is meaningless.

I need to analyze and dismantle to find a solution, but those spells that have turned to sewage devour ordinary mana.

I cannot tell if I need to develop new magic or think of something else entirely.



The third attempt at purification, or healing.

An opponent immune to magic.

For a mage, that is like a death sentence.

I have suppressed and executed countless ash-colored beings, but the fundamental entity is completely different from the ash-colored ones I've seen before.

I altered the properties. I injected something different into the mana channels.

Ordinary mana seemed utterly useless, so I twisted the circuits.

As if resisting, my body deteriorates at an accelerating rate.

Though aging had stopped after I reached the level of Archmage, wrinkles have now appeared on my hands.

Nevertheless, I witnessed my magic penetrating the sewage momentarily.

I took a step forward.

My ankle wasn't blown off. The newly developed defensive spell served its purpose.

It withstood five attacks before breaking, but I'm making progress, however small.



The fourth attempt at purification, or healing.

I've reached a point where I no longer know if I'm an Archmage or an alchemist.

I extend my life by injecting self-made serum into my forearm.

This is a place without food or drink.

The provisions I brought were consumed long ago, so I'm barely sustaining my life this way.

As the price for altering mana's properties, parts of my body are collapsing, and with only minimal nutrients maintained, I don't think I can survive much longer.

Still, I approached.

I approached and finally examined the medium of the ash-color.

As a result, I returned beyond the line with my limbs severed, but I confronted the intricately engraved circuits of the curse.

Therefore.

Healing is impossible. That is my conclusion.

With my knowledge, I cannot solve the sight of hundreds of circuits tangled chaotically and intertwined madly.

So instead of healing, I began research focused on weakening.

Not much time remains.

So for someone's future, to continue what comes next, I burn my remaining time.

My life.

Now flickers small and fragile.



- Excerpt from "Records of a Forgotten Ancient Sinner" -





********





Chattering sounds fill the now much emptier and hollower carriage.

"Actually, you know. We're entering demon territory so it's natural to worry, but just because we enter doesn't mean they'll immediately growl and pounce on each other."

"But I got beaten up as soon as we met?"

"Let's just chalk that up to Ain having a nasty personality, shall we?"

"No, that was you..."

Given our destination, I'm asking the Saint all sorts of questions and listening to her answers.

It's quite convenient and nice to have someone who knows everything without having to look it up yourself.

"Anyway, they are cautious and distrustful, but the recent situation isn't at the level of waging war. If you have sufficient justification, entry is possible."

"Um, then what about that 12th-grade demon?"

"Of course, such underhanded operations still remain. Naturally, it could also be the independent action of that demon and his forces."

"Hmm..."

According to the Saint, while shady and suspicious activities still remain, they won't openly attack or wage war.

So even if we enter demon territory, they won't just rush at us—that's what she was saying.

She paused, clapped her hands once, and warned:

"Ah, but you should still be careful of night raids, ambushes, and poison."

"Oh."

"You need to be cautious of underhanded tactics. Even if they won't attack openly for fear of getting beaten, such acts are highly possible."

They're such shady creatures.

Can't make trouble openly, so they sneak around behind backs—disgusting.

So.

Thinking this, I scratched my head vigorously. I glanced at the Hero driving the carriage and politely spoke.

"Ah... I don't want to stand night watch. Hero, couldn't you take all the night watch shifts?"

"Don't talk bullshit."

The Hero cursed from the first word in response to my request.

Even a hero seems to dislike night watch duty.

"Come on, that's harsh. It's good for you since you can exercise without sleeping."

"Proper sleep helps muscles develop better. So you, who barely exercise, should take all the night watch shifts."

"Don't talk bullshit, please."

What an asshole.

I thought this while lifting dumbbells of unknown weight that he ordered me to lift.

How many sets were left?

Hmm, still 30 sets to go.





Meanwhile, the carriage continued to move forward.

It's a wasteland.

A wasteland where battle lines stretch long, and soldiers and knights can occasionally be seen far away or near the roadside.

The soldiers we encountered immediately saluted when they saw our carriage.

Probably because they're guarding the frontlines, they showed no signs of laxity.

Though their faces were worn with fatigue, they still maintained resolute expressions.

I nodded my head to them and muttered:

"...Will their hardship end if we catch the Demon King?"

"I wonder. Probably not."

The Saint shook her head at my muttering.

"..."

"Even if the Demon King falls, the demon race will remain, and if by chance all demons disappear, conflicts with others will begin."

She answered while staring blankly out the window.

Even if the Demon King and demons disappear, conflicts won't end. That's what the Saint said.

"It would be nice if the world were peaceful."

"Yes, indeed. I sometimes have such impious thoughts too... wondering why God leaves such scenes untouched."

She chuckles with a "hoho" sound.

It was an impious thought unbecoming of a Saint, but I couldn't deny it.

The world was created in such a shitty way.

Now that I'm advancing and confronting it directly, I think this even more.

I finally understood after it became reality.

As I was thinking this while looking outside, something began to appear in the distance.

"...A barrier?"

"Yes, they say it's a barrier set by the Demon King thousands of years ago."

A landscape that seems enclosed in colors opposite to the bright sky is gradually getting closer.

It's dark and murky.

Dark and heavy. Dim and hazy.

It has such a gloomy feeling that it looks like it's covered in dark clouds.

"Is it really a place where life can exist?"

"Well, books say that divine power weakens inside and breathing becomes difficult, but there's no problem for living."

It clearly drew a line.

As if saying 'don't come any further,' there's darkness with no visible end.

"Tsk... no matter how I look at it, it's like my great-grandmother is waving at me from beyond... ugh."

"Please don't say such things."

But it really did remind me of the path to the afterlife.

It looked ominously foreboding even before entering.

Come to think of it, maybe that 12th-grade demon coveted human cities because he didn't want to live in such a place.

If I were told I had to live there forever, I'd want to escape immediately too.

This demon bastard.

You should have just explained your reasons.

At this point, I might have even considered mitigating circumstances.





Anyway.

The carriage finally arrived at the barrier.

Of course, there was a wall. The wall, as dark and black as the barrier, was unnecessarily eerie.

Demon soldiers blocked our path.

At first, they didn't seem to recognize who we were, and pointed their spear tips at us as humans approached in a carriage.

"What is your business, human?"

When one of them asked this, the Hero looked at him intently and answered:

"I've come to kill the Demon King. I'm busy, so open the gate quickly."

What.

The Hero just openly told the demon to his face that he came to kill their king.

A moment of silence fell.

Blinking my eyes, I looked back and forth between the Hero and the demon, then whispered to the Saint:

"...Is that okay?"

Even so, saying "I'm going to stab and kill your king" seems like a severe provocation.

However, the Saint nodded with a gentle smile.

"It's actually confidential, but the Demon King is a headache for demons too."

"What?"

"Ah, the gate is opening. I'll explain the rest as we go inside."

Meanwhile, the gate opened.

The demons moved aside to clear the way, as if this was a regular occurrence.

The carriage moves forward again.

What is this?

Perhaps this wasn't UFC but WWE all along.

I don't know.
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The road was not properly paved.

It was rough and unsightly. Though certainly sturdy, there wasn't a trace of refinement to be found.

Because of this, the carriage rattled along.

Despite being a rather luxurious carriage, it shook from side to side when traveling over the rugged road.

My backside was starting to hurt. With each jolt, my head snapped back and forth.

"I asked that dwarf to make tires, but he ran away without finishing them. Damn dwarf."

"What are those?"

"Wheels made of rubber."

I seemed to have asked Horn every time we went up and down mountain paths, but he made excuses about having too much work backed up, and now it's ended up like this.

Anyway, damn dwarf.

Asha tilted her head after hearing my words, then responded.

"Hmm... I think someone who's spent their whole life hammering iron probably couldn't make wheels out of rubber."

"But aren't dwarves supposed to be good with their hands? Shouldn't they be able to make anything if you just give them the materials?"

"Ain, that's racial discrimination."

"It's okay to do it to dwarves. They discriminate first."

Asha looked at me with an expression that seemed to say "are you serious?"

But honestly, I hadn't said anything wrong.

Anyway, the carriage continued along the path.

There were buildings as crude as the road, and members of the demon race, whose appearance was clearly different from humans, glanced at our carriage.

Their pupils were dark.

Their skin was pale, and they generally had thin builds.

The children still showed various expressions, but adults typically maintained expressionless faces. Though perhaps not to the extent of elves or dwarves, they too must be a long-lived race.

Moreover, most of the demon race had horns.

While the number, size, and shape varied slightly, every member of the demon race had horns.

Looking at them, I was convinced they'd make excellent handles.

"Ergonomically designed hand—oof!"

"Unnecessary comment."

Of course, my thoughts were interrupted when Asha jabbed me in the side.

And then.

Filling the gap left by my interrupted words was the Saint's voice that had been cut off earlier.

"Hehe, have you satisfied your curiosity? Though I must say, this is my first time in demon territory as well, so I've been sightseeing too."

"Ah, yes."

As always, she smiled gently while looking at Asha and me.

She seemed to be the type who enjoyed talking, so she must have been itching to continue her interrupted conversation.

"Anyway. To continue what I was saying earlier, the Demon King isn't particularly necessary for the current generation of demons. Rather, he causes many headaches."

"Even though he's the king of the demons?"

"Yes, even though he's their king. Now, here's a question. What number Demon King is the current one?"

The Saint posed this question to us.

Which generation of Demon King is the current one? I pondered this question carefully.

The average lifespan of demons was said to be about 500 years, and the first Demon King was a figure from thousands of years ago.

"Umm... roughly the 10th Demon King?"

Even if they all lived long lives, by now I'd expect the throne to have been passed down about ten times.

However.

In response to my answer, the Saint called out "Wrong!" and continued.

"Unfortunately, he's still the first Demon King~ There hasn't been a single generational change in the Demon King position to this day. And for good reason—the barrier that the Demon King supposedly put up thousands of years ago is still maintained, isn't it?"

Wait.

A dictatorship lasting thousands of years?

I thought about this and asked another question.

"You said the average lifespan of demons is 500 years."

"That's right. That's the typical lifespan for demons. So both demon scholars and human scholars speculate that the Demon King might have become more of a phenomenon than an actual person by now."

"Um... why speculate when you could just meet him directly...?"

As I continued to tilt my head at her words, the Saint smiled bitterly and pointed out the window.

A pitch-black boundary was visible.

Different from the barrier surrounding the territory, there was a completely black boundary where the inside couldn't be seen at all, as if completely cut off.

"I told you before."

"Ah."

"No one who has gone beyond that boundary has ever come back out. Once you enter, you can't leave until you defeat the Demon King. That applies to both Heroes and demons alike."

"..."

I could understand why the Demon King was a headache even for the demons.

"For thousands of years, the Demon King has never once come out from beyond that boundary, so everything the Demon King left behind, starting with the barrier around this territory, continues to be maintained."

"..."

The era when the first Demon King properly ruled the demons has already faded.

The glory of that time has become a thing of the past, and it's hard to say that the demons of the current era are still maintaining that glory.

"Whether that's a good thing or not."

"Indeed."

It's a peaceful era, if you can call it that, where no major wars break out.

The days of drawing swords and thrusting spears at every opportunity have become tales of the past, and now people just maintain the front lines and hope not to invade each other's territories.

"Take this barrier, for instance. Except for making it a perfectly defensible fortress, it has no benefits."

"Ah."

"It's hard to breathe, the land and buildings deteriorate quickly, and it's quite difficult to grow crops. But because the Demon King exists beyond the boundary, it continues to be maintained. Indefinitely, for who knows how long."

"..."

That's the reason.

Because of the Demon King's existence, the demons' lives have become stagnant, so even for them, the subjugation of the Demon King isn't something they're opposed to.

With no hope in this territory, they continuously coveted the human territories with their blue skies.

And since that wasn't an easy task either, they didn't deny the ongoing journeys of Heroes and Saints.

"That's how it is. The reason they opened the gates willingly when we said we came to defeat their king, and don't openly attack us, is because of these circumstances."

"Then..."

"However, there are moderates and radicals among the demons, so there could be surprise attacks at night. Humans are the same, aren't they? If they can't unite against a common enemy, cracks start to form from within."

As I listened quietly, everything started to fit together.

It all slides into place as if it had been predetermined from the beginning.

Just that kind of story.

The carriage eventually stopped in front of a building.

Amusingly, this crude building was an inn operated by demons.

The Saint was flipping through a tourist guidebook about demon territory.

"Hehe, it says here this is the most comfortable and safe accommodation?"

"...You believe that?"

It was a bit ridiculous.

I knew the Saint read and referenced many books, but I didn't expect her to consult tourist guidebooks as well.

When I looked at her with half-closed eyes, the Saint smiled and replied.

"I may not know if it's truly safe, but I believe it's comfortable. Anyway, we'll need to keep watch regardless of where we sleep, so safety isn't an issue, right?"

"Well... I guess that's true."

"Then it's settled. Come on, let's go in. If we're going to die here, we won't be able to defeat the Demon King anyway~"

Wait.

While there wasn't anything technically wrong with what she said, it still made me feel uneasy and question if this was the right approach.

She really is the Hero's perfect partner.

No matter how much knowledge she has, those two give off quite similar vibes.

And then.

"Uh... um, right. One night's stay is 1000 nobles, human."

The demon at the counter seemed surprised that a Hero and Saint would come to stay, and after opening and closing his mouth a few times, he greeted us.

"Oh, I only have dera. Do you not accept these?"

"...No. Well, we take dera too. After conversion... 500 dera."

"Wow, thank you~"

The Saint naturally smiled and handed over the dera, and the demon, looking dumbfounded, awkwardly accepted the money.

And so.

"Your room is 305 on the third floor... um."

The demon was about to hand us the key when he paused and looked at Asha.

Since she wasn't covering up, her ash-gray hair and ash-gray eyes were fully visible.

"Well... fine. With the Hero and Saint here, the ash-gray one shouldn't go berserk. Take the key and go upstairs, humans. If you need anything, just call."

His expression clearly showed that he found the ash-gray one unsettling.

They say ash-gray hatred is universal, and it seems demons also avoid those with ash-gray features.

So.

Feeling irritated by this, I blurted out.

"Hey, you son of a—mmph! Mmph!"

"Hehe, thank you. You're so kind~"

With the Saint's hand covering my mouth, I couldn't say anything more, so I glared with my eyes and cursed silently.

"Mmph, mmph!!"

You bastard.

I should grab both your horns and make you headbang.
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I unpacked my luggage at the lodging.

The accommodations were cleaner and nicer than I expected, which put my mind somewhat at ease.

The exterior of the building was completely rough and rugged, so I thought the interior would be the same, but maybe they wanted to decorate the inside too.

Anyway, as I was comfortably lying on the bed for the first time in a while, I heard voices.

"Anyone want to go sightseeing?"

That's the Saint's voice.

"I'm busy. Go by yourself."

And that's the Hero's voice.

For reference, whenever the Hero coldly refuses her, the Saint's face contorts like some evil spirit.

She immediately walks over and kicks his shin with a thud while he's busy maintaining some strange posture with dumbbells in his hands.

"Stop talking like that, seriously. How can a person not change at all in several years?"

"Stop kicking my shin, it hurts."

It's like a morning drama.

"Keep talking to me like that, I dare you. You'll regret it when I leave you for another man, but by then it'll be too late."

"...So where do you want to go?"

"Forget it. Just do your beloved exercise for the rest of your life. I'll go by myself."

As always, it's quite entertaining to watch.

Asha somehow produces a bag of popcorn from somewhere and casually offers it to me while munching on it herself.

"...I can exercise later. What do you want to see first, Rua?"

"I said forget it. Go away, I'm really in a bad mood."

"Hmm, according to this tourist guide, there are street foods you can only get in demon territory. How about this place?"

Indeed, popcorn is delicious, and lovers' quarrels are entertaining.

The muscle-bound man, who seems completely incapable of reading the room, rolls his eyes intently while gauging the Saint's mood.

"I don't know. It's not my business."

"Let's go out together first."

"..."

As the Saint continues to grumble, he throws away all his dumbbells and sandbags and straightens his clothes.

The Hero urgently approaches the Saint.

"I'll lead the way. Hold my hand and follow me."

"...If you insist."

The Hero takes the Saint's hand first.

The Saint pouts her lips pretending to dislike it, but follows along as if she can't help it, as if she has no choice.

So.

I munched on my popcorn and muttered:

"Ooh... so forceful. That's impressive."

"Hmm, not bad. I might want something like that too, Ain."

Asha nods in agreement with my comment and answers like that.

"It'll be tough, but I'll try to build that much muscle."

"No, not those muscles. If you ever change like that, I'll cut off all your muscles."

As we were giggling together, the Hero and Saint's gazes slowly turned toward us.

The Saint's face turned slightly red, probably from embarrassment, while the Hero was glaring at me with half-closed eyes.

I looked straight at him and said:

"What? Get out of here."

"You should exercise. You have 80 sets left."

"Stop saying such bullshit and get out quickly. I'm planning to go sightseeing with Asha too... AAACK!!! My finger, my finger, you son of a...!!"

I kindly raised my middle finger in response to his nonsense, and my raised finger was bent in half by the Hero, then healed by the Saint.

"Do whatever you want."

"Hey, you bas..."

Ah.

That crazy bastard, seriously.



And so.

The Hero and Saint went out first for sightseeing, and a little while later, Asha and I also headed outside.

When we were going down the stairs and passing by the counter, I asked the demon who was shaking his head at Asha what was famous around here, and he did answer with some suggestions.

But you know what?

He keeps looking at me in an unpleasant way, like someone who's been dragged through the dirt five times.

I wish he'd look in a mirror. His face is more serious than my ash-colored appearance.

Anyway, as we came out onto the street, the rugged scenery greeted us once again.

I spoke to Asha, who was looking around everywhere with an expectant expression.

"Asha, where should we go first?"

"Well, the innkeeper definitely said that grilled larvae from the demon food stalls are a delicacy..."

Ah.

That bastard, I really want to kill him for recommending grilled larvae among all the other options.

"...Rejected."

"Since you said that, shall we go there?"

"No, I just said rejected. Please, ah..."

Asha smiled brightly and pulled my hand. She must have even drawn up her mana because I couldn't free my hand no matter how much strength I applied.

"I wonder what these larvae taste like. Right, Ain?"

"...I'm not curious at all."

"Wow. It must be so delicious. Ain, you'll eat fifteen of them, as a special treat."

"Just kill me instead."

"Don't worry. Even if you die, I'll make sure to revive you and feed you more."

So, I have no idea why I even bothered asking Asha in the first place.

It was obvious what she would choose if I gave her the option.

With these thoughts, I was dragged along to the food stall by Asha.



People's gazes are drawn to Asha whenever her hair ripples.

"How much are the grilled larvae?"

"...50 Noble."

When Asha pointed at the larvae and asked, the vendor muttered the price quietly as if seeing something strange.

"Don't you accept Dera?"

"If you're in demon territory, use demon currency, human."

Unlike the innkeeper, the vendor doesn't accept Dera, which made Asha pout her lips. Judging by how her eyes were fixed on the larvae, she seemed eager to eat them quickly.

So Asha reluctantly spoke to the vendor again.

"Hmm... that's a fair point, I can't argue... Where can we exchange money?"

"Go straight this way and you'll find a currency exchange. Most other places will only accept Noble too, so exchange plenty."

"Yes, thank you."

I'm grateful too.

I bowed my head deeply, feeling infinite gratitude toward the vendor who temporarily postponed the time when I would have to eat larvae.

And then I was dragged to the currency exchange like Asha's stuffed toy, with her firmly gripping my hand.

"Ain."

"What?"

She called me while exchanging quite a generous amount of money, and when I answered grumpily, she looked at me as if finding it amusing.

"I won't make you eat larvae, so cheer up. I was just teasing you."

Oh.

"I love you."

"...That's ridiculous."

She immediately changed to an incredulous expression and poked me in the side, but at least I was exempted from eating larvae.



The demon territory is more peaceful than I expected.

Asha bought lots of grilled larvae and is munching on them as we walk down the street, while I'm eating normal meat skewers with several stuck between my fingers.

The demons are glancing at us as if they find it curious that humans are touring, or as if they dislike my ash-colored appearance, but there are no attacks.

"It's more ordinary than I thought."

"I know. If anything, they seem to have less hostility toward ash-colored people than humans do."

As Asha said, the hatred here seems weaker than in human society where ash-colored hatred is at its peak.

To begin with, even the innkeeper just shook his head and ended with just saying he didn't like it, and the vendor just went "ugh" and handed over the larvae.

"Hmm, I'm starting to like them a bit."

"Well, that's a stretch."

Asha and I continued munching and muttering as we wandered around.

Somehow, after spending so much time together, Asha's way of speaking seems to have become similar to mine, but that's probably just my imagination.

So.

As we walk around, we occasionally see strange things.

Things that I have no idea what they are based on my common sense, so I have to ask passing demons.

"Excuse me."

"...What is it, human?"

As we walk, there are large, wriggling lumps of flesh here and there. They're quite disgusting and bizarre, making my stomach churn just looking at them.

"Um... what is this? Is it some kind of relic or something?"

It moves.

I don't see any feet or arms, but it creeps around the edges of the street.

The demons don't seem to pay any attention to it, but it bothers me a lot, so I finally asked.

And the answer came:

"It's a cow."

"Excuse me...?"

"The animal that goes 'moo.' Its form has been altered due to the magical energy within the barrier, but it still tastes the same."

Maybe it's because I lack common sense, but I can't immediately understand what he's saying, and the words just circle in my head.

My finger naturally points to another lump of flesh.

"Then what about that small one...?"

"Ah, that's a dog. The animal that goes 'woof-woof.'"

"...?"

I have no idea what he's talking about.

"Animals lack resistance to magical energy, so they often become altered. Humans are fine. You won't be altered unless you live here for years, probably."

"..."

So maybe the meat skewers I ate were made from those lumps of flesh.

As I was pondering this, the demon swiftly walked away.

"Oh... I thought the larvae looked uniquely shaped. What a delicacy."

"...I think I'm going to throw up."

Asha seemed unaffected, even amused as she nodded her head, but my stomach was quite unsettled.

I'm pretty sure the Saint said we needed to gather plenty of food before going beyond the boundary.

So that means all I have to gather are those lumps of flesh.

I take back what I said about things being more ordinary than expected.
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I slowly began to notice strange things with my eyes.

In places I had thought were relatively peaceful and ordinary, peculiar objects started appearing one by one.

Whenever I spotted something unusual, I would stop passing demons to ask questions.

"Excuse me."

"What is it, human?"

The demons don't show any particular hostility.

Though they look slightly annoyed, most of them answer when I call out to them.

"Um... what might this be?"

"You, don't get close to that. We call it the Predator, an ancient weapon. If you approach it, it will devour even your soul, preventing you from entering the cycle of rebirth, human."

"...I see."

And every single thing they explain to me is utterly abnormal, neither ordinary object nor creature.

Everything is bizarre and completely absurd.

"There have been several visitors who came as tourists and disappeared after carelessly approaching these things. They're troublesome objects even for us, but the methods to dismantle them were lost long ago, so there's nothing we can do."

"You're not joking, right...?"

"What would be the point of making such an unfunny and unpleasant joke? I suppose humans consider even such things to be jokes."

The demon's eyes were nothing but serious as he explained.

There wasn't a hint that he was joking or lying, so I naturally nodded my head.

"Human. Just to warn you, don't approach anything that looks even slightly strange. There are many such things here."

"Ah, yes. Thank you for the advice."

He even gives me advice now, probably because my behavior seems concerning. I must look like I'm about to get caught by something and die.

"It's not advice, it's a warning."

"Everyone's so kind."

"You don't understand. I'll be on my way now."

I bowed my head politely, then glanced at the strange object he had explained.

Like this, while walking around with Asha, I've seen dozens more objects and ruins that people warn me not to approach.

Things that shouldn't be in streets where people walk around just keep appearing in the most random places.

I suspected there would be even more if we ventured to the outskirts.

"Ain, there's another strange thing over there."

"That's enough now. Whatever it is, it's probably dangerous to approach."

So.

What clearly started as a sightseeing excursion had somehow turned into an observation tour.

Asha was still walking beside me, munching on her caterpillar, but I was busy glancing around at everything.

In other words, these are remnants of an ancient war.

Every explanation inevitably includes the term "Demon King."

This and that, everything is described as the Demon King's creation, with the explanation clinging to it like an appendage.

Of course, these must have been remarkable achievements at the time. Each one seems capable of turning the tide of war.

That must be why there are still demon factions that praise the Demon King.

However, these things are no longer necessary.

Past glories and faded remnants. Clearly unnecessary but dangerous and bizarre nuisances that no one knows how to deal with.

Most demons seem to think of them this way.

While humans continue to advance, change, and move beyond what has disappeared, demons remain stagnant and decay, bound to the single entity known as the Demon King.

A single being, who may not even truly be alive, is eating away at them.

"No wonder they might hate the Demon King. They'd have no choice but to accept the Hero."

"Mm, it's surprising that there are still factions supporting the Demon King despite all this."

So.

The Demon King has become useless to both humans and demons.

Both to the victims bearing the titles of Hero and Saint who are continuously pushed to their deaths, and to the demons who continue to live in these bizarre and dangerous landscapes.

No matter how much I think about it, there's absolutely nothing good about the situation.

And so.

After wandering around various places, Asha and I returned to our lodging.

And predictably, the innkeeper sat at the counter, glancing at Asha and shaking his head.

"Ah, you bastard. Why do you keep looking at her like that?"

"Well, human, when a giant time bomb walks into my precious inn, wouldn't it be stranger to welcome it? If anything, I'm the one who should feel wronged."

Of course, that was the general consensus regardless of race, and everyone's perception.

"She won't explode. I'm telling you she won't. If she's been fine all this time while growing up, can't you understand she's not going to explode?"

"Tsk, but the Ash-colored ones are supposed to explode..."

The demon still can't hide his suspicious gaze toward Asha. He tilts his head as if he can't believe it.

"Ugh. This is really infuriating."

"Fine, fine. The Hero and Saint went up just a little while ago, so you two should hurry up as well. Dealing with strange humans is such a hassle."

"Hey, you son of a..."

My point is, seeing that she's grown this much and is still fine, anyone should be able to tell she's not just an ordinary insane Ash-colored Witch.

Anyway.

The innkeeper waved his hand dismissively at my growling.

His expression suggested he'd prefer if we just went upstairs quickly.

"Hmm, that's actually quite a friendly response, isn't it?"

"You're right, but these guys have a way of irritating me with their expressions."

Perhaps that peculiar way of getting under one's skin is a racial characteristic.

Thinking this, I went upstairs and opened the door to our room where we had unpacked our belongings.

And what I saw was chunks of meat.

"Ah."

"Oh, you're a bit late? I've already gathered plenty of food supplies."

The Saint was neatly stacking those bizarre chunks of meat into the food storage that Asha had created with her imprinting.

"Ah."

"I tried some with the Hero and it tastes quite good~ So I asked the vendor and got some raw meat. Did I do well?"

The Hero was casually grilling several chunks of meat over a fire.

"Ah."

"Excellent protein. Come and prepare to eat."

The nicely browned meat on the fire twitched once. Though it should certainly be dead, it somehow wriggled and danced.

"Ah."

"Hmm, by the way, I also bought plenty of caterpillars. Since caterpillars are an even better source of protein than meat, you should eat 30 of them every day."

The Hero had already started grilling caterpillars, five on each skewer.

Of course, they're wriggling.

An indescribably creepy movement unfolds before my eyes.

"Ah, this fu..."

This is truly fucked up.

The leftover meat chunks were not "deliciously eaten by the production team" or any such ending.

Unable to resist the Hero's threat to kill me if I refused to consume protein, I stuffed two chunks of meat and 30 caterpillars into my mouth.

To put it nicely, the food danced in my mouth.

To put it harshly, that bastard Hero gave me undercooked, wriggling food.

Looking carefully, I noticed he thoroughly cooked the Saint's portion, but pulled this crap only on me.

He's a real bastard, truly.

Anyway, the meal ended like that, and we sat down again to talk.

"You saw a lot while walking through the streets, right? Things that could be considered remnants left by the Demon King."

"Yes, I saw them. There were dangerous objects just lying around that become hazardous if you merely approach them."

It seems the Saint and Hero also witnessed the same sights as we did.

In truth, such things were everywhere, so they would inevitably catch your eye even if you tried not to notice them.

"These are included in the reasons I first mentioned for not rejecting the Hero. There are too many remnants left by the Demon King in demon territory."

"Is it impossible to deal with all of them?"

"Well... since most are made of spells or curses, they should resolve themselves once the Demon King is killed."

These crude problems that can only be solved by defeating the Demon King are scattered everywhere.

"Truly the root of all evil."

"Hehe, if even demons are making such assessments, that says it all."

I muttered this and looked at the scenery outside the window.

There is a pitch-black boundary where nothing can be seen.

Beyond that, not a single demon knows what the landscape looks like.

Enter and you won't return alive. No one has ever returned alive.

Since it's such a place, there aren't even any remaining records.

They say that very long ago there was a temple there, but no one can answer whether it's still there.

That's a story from beyond even ancient times.

I stared blankly at the black boundary and then spoke to the Saint.

"So, when are we going?"

"Hmm, in two days. We can't rest any longer than that."

In just two days, we would have to go there.

"Yes, well. We have to go. There's no point in staying longer, as you said."

"Hehe, I'm sure you don't want to become a wriggling chunk of meat."

Since I couldn't say I didn't want to go at this point, I could only sigh deeply.

"Hmm, but a passing demon said we should be fine for a few years?"

"Well, that's uncertain. First of all, Ain, you have neither mana nor divine power, right? You have no means of resisting demonic energy?"

"What?"

Huh?

"Why do you think animals change first? It's because they lack resistance like mana or divine power, so they're the first to be corrupted."

"What...?"

No, seriously.

What are you saying, Saint?

So.

As I stared blankly at the Saint, Asha beside me smiled broadly.

"Don't worry. I'm confident I can love Ain even if he becomes a chunk of meat."

"No, I don't have the confidence to love myself like that."

"It's okay. Even if you change, I'll raise you diligently."

I flicked Asha's forehead as she gave me a thumbs up.

What's scarier is that she's not joking but completely serious.

It seems I have one more reason to defeat the Demon King quickly.
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During the two days of grace period, what should I do?

Before I could seriously contemplate this question, something else came up.

"Well~ Ain starts the night watch! We're going to bed now~"

"Don't just stand there blankly. Pick up the dumbbells. I'll check when I wake up."

Perhaps predictably, the first thing is the same old shitty night watch duty.

Still, as a consideration of sorts, they put me on the first shift and Asha on the last.

The Saint and the Hero immediately sprawled out on their beds and closed their eyes.

Soon, steady breathing filled the room.

I always find it impressive, but they're both people who need only 10 seconds to fall asleep. In other words, their bodies are optimized for hardship.

And Asha is still awake, staring at me intently.

"Ain, shall I stay up with you?"

"No need for that. Go to sleep, Asha."

I chuckled at her question and gave her a light push, making her fall back onto the bed.

She pursed her lips as if slightly disappointed.

She pulled the blanket up to her neck and let out an "Ah" sound.

"Ah, just in case you're wondering, you can do whatever naughty things you want while I'm sleeping."

That's quite a mischievous smile.

I have no idea what she means by "do whatever you want."

I just smiled bitterly and shook my head.

While it might be an attractive proposition for a man, survival threats take priority for men.

"Unfortunately, I don't have time for that. I need to finish 80 sets before bedtime."

"Tsk."

Annoyed by my response, Asha clicked her tongue and threw whatever she could grab at the Hero's bed.

SMACK-

It made that sound as it hit the Hero's face.

It was an angular ornament from the table, but the Hero took it square in the face and continued snoring without any reaction.

He's impressive in many ways, that bastard.

I watched the scene for a moment before laughing softly and speaking to Asha.

"Pfft... go to sleep."

"Sigh, alright. If anything happens, wake me up immediately, Ain."

"Yeah, I will."

With that, Asha also closed her eyes, and after a few minutes, she too fell asleep.

Silence fills the room now that everyone is asleep and I'm alone.

"..."

Since I'm not grunting and panting while lifting dumbbells like I used to, my exercise doesn't even make noise anymore.

It's quiet.

It feels like I'm alone for the first time in a while.

So I should feel somewhat free, but the dumbbells in my hands and the shackles on my limbs prove that I'm not.

Hmm.

"..., this really sucks?"

I briefly consider whether it would be okay to throw a dumbbell at the Hero, who sleeps soundly even after being hit with an angular ornament.

Let me calculate.

Throwing a dumbbell at the Hero, the aftermath that would rain down on me, and the satisfaction I might feel despite taking that aftermath.

Put each on a scale and see which way it tilts, and the result comes quickly.

The scale tilts instantly.

It doesn't just tilt—it breaks.

"..."

This son of a bitch.

The former clearly wins by a landslide.

The moment the Hero opens his eyes after being hit with a dumbbell, it's clear things wouldn't end with just broken bones and crushed flesh.

As much as I hate it, I don't want to spend the remaining two days getting beaten up and just exercising.

I continued lifting dumbbells in the silence while entertaining such useless thoughts.

I've already done 5 sets in the meantime.

75 sets to go.

And then.

While I was diligently working through the remaining exercises.

Although there should be complete silence in the demon territory with no bird songs or insect cries, I start to hear sounds bit by bit.

It's the presence of people.

From beyond the window, from beyond the door, eerie presences gradually approach.

Of course, they might not be suspicious individuals. They could just be people looking for lodging like us.

The Saint did say there might be surprise attacks or raids, but I wanted to believe they wouldn't happen on the first night while I'm on watch.

So I muttered:

"Hey, I don't think that's it."

Even as I lift the dumbbells, I mutter this nonchalantly, and somehow all those presences seem to pause for a moment.

That's suspicious.

It seems they really are here for a surprise attack.

I still have 70 sets left, and I'm not sure if I can finish them all in time if I have to deal with attackers too.

Soon, they approach again.

"Ah... I really wish they'd go away."

When I mutter another comment, they pause briefly as if checking the situation, and then they approach stealthily again when I finish speaking.

You bastards, just go away.

As I sigh deeply with that thought, light patterns begin to form beyond the window.

It seems the night raid is unavoidable after all.

I naturally put down the dumbbells and draw my sword with a swish.

The magic being inscribed in the air doesn't seem to be an attack spell. It appears to be more like sleep, hypnosis, or poison-type magic.

If someone were to ask how I know this, I'd answer that I vaguely remember the patterns of magic circles from countless beatings by Asha.

I take a deep breath and thrust my sword toward the nearly completed magic circle.

Crack-

As always, there's a sound.

The space tears more clearly than before. The rift following my sword reaches the distant magic circle.

As soon as it touches, the magic circle distorts with a tearing sound.

A short scream or groan is heard from outside.

According to Asha, when a spell is forcibly canceled, the backlash returns entirely to the mage.

I poked my head out the window.

I could see several demons below, and our eyes met as I looked down.

"Stop being annoying and just go away."

"..."

There's no answer to my words.

They just raise their staffs toward me with frowning expressions.

Perhaps because they saw the magic circle being torn, they immediately cast short-duration spells that don't take long to activate.

Meanwhile, the presence beyond the door has also approached right up to the entrance.

They're attacking from both sides.

"Ah, these bastards."

So I briefly considered whether to wake the sleeping ones.

The Hero would probably kick my shins for waking him for such a reason, and while the Saint might smile at the corners of her mouth, she's the Hero's fantastic partner, so it's a bit uncomfortable.

As for Asha, she was sleeping so peacefully that I didn't want to wake her.

In truth, I didn't think it would be dangerous to handle them alone, so I wondered if I really needed to wake them.

So.

"If the Hero beats me for not completing enough sets, you'll all get the stick too."

I muttered that and simply swung my sword.

First, I drew several sword paths toward the incoming magic. In other words, what I learned from the old sword master is quite useful at times like this.

Since the sword isn't rigid but moves smoothly, the rifts also spread forward like a dense net.

KWAAANG-

TEAR-

Of course, I need to control my strength to avoid straining my body, but it's enough to neutralize simple magic attacks.

After thrusting my sword through the window like that, I immediately kicked off and flung the door open.

I made eye contact with a demon who was about to open the door.

They're carrying swords.

It seems the mages were attacking from a distance through the window, while those with swords planned to make direct attacks.

The demon at the front immediately swung his sword, but I grabbed it with my bare hand.

"Hey."

"Huh...! Th-this...!"

"You're only staying for two days, and you can't even stand that?"

There was a cracking sound from his blade.

Even though he's pulling with all his might using both hands and infusing mana, the sword caught in my hand just starts cracking from the blade.

"Let go, human!"

"It's not 'let go,' it's 'get out,' you bastard. Why are you breaking into someone else's room when you haven't even paid for lodging?"

I said that and kicked his leg.

CRACK-

His leg broke.

It bent grotesquely in the direction I kicked, and he collapsed.

"Guk..., k-kkeogek..."

He's convulsing. He's in shock.

With both legs broken and collapsed, he's making those sounds and trembling violently.

The kid is about to die just because I kicked his legs.

"No, hey. Damn it, I just kicked once and what... hey, hey, don't die. Open your eyes, eyes! Ah...!! Damn it, someone hurry up and heal him!"

I said that while slapping his cheeks a few times, and when his convulsions worsened, I grabbed the collar of one guy who was flinching behind him and pulled him down.

"Uh, uhhh...!"

"It's not 'uh, uhhh,' hurry up and save him...! I don't have mana so I can't heal him, you bastard!"

But this guy is trembling too.

He's already terrified and is busy struggling to escape, his face pale.

"S-save me..."

"No, damn it. I'm not asking you to save yourself, I'm telling you to save him!"

"Uh..., u-ah..."

This is driving me crazy, really.

If they came to assassinate someone, shouldn't they have been prepared to get hit, hurt, and possibly die too?

Perhaps they never even thought they'd be crushed so easily in one go.

I was thinking that while urging them to quickly save the convulsing, dying demon.

And then.

KWAAANG-

While I was wasting time like that, the mages beyond the window blew away the outer wall.

It's wide open.

It's refreshingly open, but everything next to the Hero's bed has been blown away, making it no different from the outside.

"No, damn..."

Moreover, not a single person wakes up from sleep during all this, which is maddening.

Seeing them just sleeping through this situation, maybe I should have thrown the dumbbell at their faces earlier.

That's what I thought.

I just kicked hard.

Since I don't know how to resolve this mess, subduing everyone first seems right.

Since these guys convulse and start dying just from having both legs broken, I put my sword away and just swung my fists appropriately.

"Keuuup...!! Aaak!!"

"Quiet, you bastard. Quiet."

Each time I grab and hit one, there's a crisp SMACK sound.

"I-I'm sorry..., KUEEK!!"

Even though they swing their swords in fear and surround them with mana, they're weaker than the 12th-grade demon, so the space distorts with a crack and they all get cut in half.

Taking care of all the guys who came up with swords is instantaneous.

There were only about 10 of them, so I could do forward rolls, headbangs, and even throw in some cheerful dance moves with time to spare at 20 seconds per person.

After beating them all up and subduing them, I looked at the place that had been blown wide open like a panoramic window.

"Ah."

It's completely destroyed.

Even now, magic is still flying in and destroying it further.

I had grown somewhat fond of the innkeeper, but now that the inn is wrecked, I wonder if he'll shed tears when he sees this sight.

A fragment hit my face with a thud.

"..."

If I explain that these cowardly guys attacked from both sides, would he understand even after seeing this mess?

I don't know.

For now, I picked up a dumbbell.

I walked steadily toward the open area and just threw it hard at the incoming magic.

Crack- KWAGAGAK-

The sounds mixed together.

With a thunderous noise, not only the magic but also the ground it touched transformed into a huge crater as if a large bomb had exploded.

All the guys standing around there had their ankles completely blown off.

"Keuuup..., uh..."

Groans were heard.

These bastards aren't even warm-up level, so I'm not even getting heated up.

At least that unnamed 12th-grader let me swing my sword, but these guys were taken care of with just a dumbbell.

"Ah, if it was going to end in one go, why cause such a fuss."

So.

I just sighed deeply amidst the chaotic scene.

And my prediction was right.

The innkeeper fell to his knees when he saw the state of the wrecked inn.

"This is why, this is why I didn't want to accept the Hero and the Saint, human. Like an annual event, inns where the Hero and Saint stay get openly destroyed..."

"Oh my, that's a bad practice. Hang in there, fighting. These things happen, buddy. That's just life."

Tears were flowing down.

The innkeeper, who was busy calculating the repair costs, moved my heart with his sigh-mixed crying.

"..., shut up."

"I'm sorry. It wasn't intentional."

"If you're sorry, then compensate, human."

"No, that's not right. It was your side that was wrong in the first place. Don't blame me, go after those demons I caught."

However.

While my heart might be moved, it doesn't seem like I have any responsibility to compensate, so I'd prefer if such issues were taken up with those guys with their heads down over there.

I thought that as I looked at the innkeeper, and he was looking up at me with an incredulous expression.

"..."

"Well. I said I'm sorry. Just give me a new room. It's too open over there, it would violate my privacy."

I've apologized, so I've done my part. If you're an innkeeper, just do your job.

"What the hell is this guy who doesn't even seem human?"

"I am human though."

"Shut up."

"Okay."

I don't care, just give me a new room, quickly.

Ch.235 - Episode 14. What the Demon Lord Left Behind. (6)
# Episode 14. What the Demon King Left Behind.

So to speak.

After the innkeeper's emotional tearful display ended, Asha restored the previously empty wall with an awkward smile.

The innkeeper stared blankly as the magic was performed, then shed a few more tears at the sight of the newly restored room.

Then he muttered.

"...As of today, I withdraw my hatred for ash-gray. From today on, I'll move beyond hatred and become an advocate for ash-gray."

"He's really talking nonsense, absolute nonsense."

I found it quite ridiculous how he was bowing his head to Asha, claiming there are good ash-colored beings in the world.

"You could have just said I was nice, human."

"Hey, you lunatic, I told you from the beginning that our girl doesn't bite."

The demon was smiling at the corners of her mouth, expressing gratitude in an uncharacteristic way.

I thought she was somehow endearing, but watching her behavior gave me the strange feeling of observing valley folk.

Anyway, the innkeeper handed back the money pouch we had given him and said.

"Since things turned out this way, I'll return your lodging fee. So if we get attacked again and things get destroyed, I'd appreciate your help, human."

"Well... I can do that for you."

Asha nodded as she accepted it, and the innkeeper, pleased with her confirmation, raised the corners of his mouth.

"Hmm, truly a good ash-gray. Definitely better character than this human man. No, there's no comparison at all."

"This is ridiculous."

And I'm just left feeling absurd about the whole thing.

Seriously, this bastard.

I have no idea what I did to make him say I have character issues.

The breakfast provided as a service at the inn was quite delicious.

The guy who had become a completely human-friendly demon even waved goodbye as we left.

"He's a strange one, really."

"He's nice, isn't he?"

"That's exactly why he's strange. I feel like all my common sense is crumbling since coming here."

Until we entered demon territory, my perception of demons was thoroughly negative, to put it mildly.

"Well~ they're just a different race. The existence of the Demon King in the world has made the perception of demons even worse."

"That's right."

"When you think about it, whether it's elves, humans, or other races, there have always been shady characters operating among them."

As the Saint said, once you actually face them, their society isn't much different from humans or elves.

It's just a place where people live.

It's just a place where they have to live uncomfortably because of what the Demon King left behind.

So I muttered absently.

"Once we defeat the Demon King, the conflicts with demons will probably ease a lot."

"Yes, I believe so. That's why I want to defeat the Demon King quickly and be praised by people around the world, hehe."

The Saint answered my words. She's smiling gently as always. Walking forward with that kind face.

And now I know.

That smile is hiding fear. It's a mask she wears on her face to avoid breaking in the face of death that has finally approached.

There's no way she isn't afraid.

It's nonsense to say she doesn't feel scared.

The Hero and the Saint are certainly wonderful protagonists and great heroes, but they're also just people wearing masks befitting their titles.

Since I'm traveling with them, I've seen their unmasked faces several times.

When they lie down exhausted and fall into deep sleep, the masks come off briefly, and I can see their faces contorted with fear.

They curl up making sounds like "ugh-" as if having nightmares.

Not just the Saint, but surprisingly even the Hero does this occasionally.

It happened just last night.

They didn't wake up during the demons' surprise attack, but they show sides of themselves they would never reveal normally.

However.

We all pretend together. We chat and smile as if everything is fine, as if nothing is wrong.

"Hmm, I'm planning to visit the library."

"Ah, the Hero said he wanted to look around the demons' training facilities, so I think I'll go there."

We take steps to enjoy the mere day of grace we have left.

"Then I'll see you later."

"Yes~ Don't go getting beaten up somewhere."

"As if."

I watched their receding figures for a moment before moving on my way.

The demons' library.

They all said they didn't know anything about the Demon King either, but I came here just in case.

"Ain."

"Yeah, what?"

Asha called me in a small voice as we walked together into the quiet library.

"By the way, can you read the demon language?"

"Ah, yes. I know it. I brought a dictionary and have been studying it in my spare time."

"Oh...."

It's not exactly extraordinary, but I do know it.

Since childhood, I believed I had no talent for most things, so I thought I should at least accumulate knowledge.

I had sometimes wondered if my journey eastward might lead me here.

"Oh... that's a bit of an underwhelming reaction, don't you think?"

"It was a genuine expression of amazement."

I studied Elvish, Dwarvish, Elemental script, Beast-folk languages, and Demon language, but the only one I'm actually using is Demon language.

It's bitter that the language study I prioritized least turned out to be the most meaningful.

Anyway, Asha and I whispered as we entered the library.

There's a librarian.

The horned demon librarian gave off a vibe similar to Idrin.

Sitting at her desk scribbling what appeared to be research notes, she glanced at Asha and me as she spoke.

"Please remain quiet in the library... and if you need anything, please speak softly."

"..."

Do all librarians end up resembling each other regardless of race?

She's a demon but even wears glasses, making me feel oddly happy as if I'm looking at Idrin.

"You may read the books freely, but please be aware that if any damage occurs, you will be fully responsible for compensation."

"Oh."

"...So, do you have any questions, human?"

Perhaps because of her profession, she speaks politely to humans despite being a demon.

It's a strangely fascinating sight.

Thinking this, I addressed her.

"Um, where might I find the ancient texts classified?"

"Perhaps... ancient texts can be found between δ-3480-1 and ε-2538-39."

"Wow."

"?"

Do all librarians have to memorize book classification codes?

Could this demon's name possibly be Idrin too?

I nodded with admiration at the thought. The demon librarian frowned at my reaction as if seeing something strange.

So.

Following the librarian's guidance, I headed toward the shelves where ancient texts were classified.

"...Isn't this too many?"

To put it simply, the volume of books is so overwhelming that I can't close my mouth.

It's drastically different from what I've encountered in human empires or kingdoms.

Unlike human history, which repeats cycles of destruction and rebuilding, records have been preserved intact in a place that hasn't changed for thousands of years.

"With so many books, it's impossible that there's nothing about the Demon King or solutions."

"It seems impossible to find such a text in half a day, Ain...."

After sighing deeply, I patted Asha's head as she muttered that she shouldn't have come along, then pulled out the first book from the shelf.

"A Study on Exterminating Humans"

Wait, what is this?

"...This is a bit."

I put that book back and pulled out the next one.

"Tricks for Killing Humans"

No.

"..."

I put that book back on the shelf too and picked up another.

"Human Extermination Policy"

Ah.

"Ah...."

I examined dozens of books in order, but they were all about killing or deceiving humans.

"Hmm, is this meaningful?"

"..."

Asha looks at me while holding the dictionary I gave her.

Her expression is already full of doubt. She's asking me if this is really meaningful.

Come to think of it, demons and humans did have terribly bad relations in ancient times.

But no matter how bad it was, surely not all ancient texts would be human-hating books.

I denied this thought and continued searching through the books.

These crazy bastards.

Countless ancient texts are all about methods for killing humans.

There were occasionally other types of books mixed in, but most were human-hating texts, making me start to question, like Asha, whether this was meaningful.

So, just in case, I approached the librarian again and asked about the classification of ancient texts, but she said the library itself was too old to have such detailed classification.

She just told me to bang my head against it and find the book I wanted.

She's an even worse librarian than Idrin.

So I examined ancient texts for an hour, two hours, continuously.

The sky is completely dark due to the barrier, so I couldn't see the sun passing and setting, and had to check the time with a clock.

Asha eventually sprawled out.

When I asked if she could classify books with magic, she kicked me in the shin and then lay down on the floor.

She's grumbling about what we're doing in what might be our last moments.

So.

"Let's look for just 30 more minutes and then leave. I'm hungry too, so we can eat and continue the sightseeing we didn't finish yesterday."

"...Really?"

"Yes."

I said with a bitter smile.

It seems difficult to find help from ancient texts.

Finding the book I wanted in shelves without proper classification was like looking for a needle in a haystack.

So I put back the human-killing book I was holding and pulled out another.

"Why Humans Call Demons' Horns Ergonomic Handles"

- That rough night of lovemaking. Human lust is the only thing that surpasses demons'....

"No, damn."

Now there's even erotic literature mixed in.

The people who lived in ancient times had seriously messed up minds.

I put it back on the shelf, but Asha, seeing my frowning face, pulled it out again and opened it.

Then she began reading, comparing it with the dictionary.

"Oh...."

"No, Asha...?"

I didn't want to hear the content, but Asha muttered with interest.

"He grabbed my horns with both hands and shook them vigorously.... The enormous thing entering my mouth was more monstrous than any demon I had ever met, and as I held it fully in my mouth, I too began to get wet...."

"Stop, that's enough."

She's deliberately reading it aloud.

This is driving me crazy.

"When the human made me bend over and began the act in a beast-like position, I had already lost my mind to the tingling sensation rising from my waist...."

"No, I said stop...."

"I soon felt a different pleasure from the human who firmly gripped my horns and thrust roughly. Yes. A demon's horns were erogenous zones.... Oh... it says so? Should I make some horns with magic, Ain?"

"..."

Meanwhile, the librarian has approached and is standing behind Asha.

With a stern expression, she looks back and forth between Asha and me, then swiftly takes the erotic literature from Asha's hands and warns us.

"Please be quiet. Moreover, you shouldn't read such obscene material aloud here, human woman."

"I apologize."

I bowed my head to the librarian in apology.

Asha just stared regretfully at the book she had been reading.

Well.

Despite that brief commotion, I diligently searched through books for the remaining time.

The promised 30 minutes were almost up, and Asha stood up from the floor, dusting off her clothes.

"Ain."

"Yeah, I'll just check one more book."

So saying, I pulled out the next one.

What I held was a thin record consisting of just a few pages of paper.

I read the title.

"Ash-Gray"

"Uh...."

The title is short. But powerful.

- Nasatya van Gregorius.

And the name written below was longer and even more powerful.

It was clearly the name of the ancient person I had been pursuing.

I stared at it blankly and turned to the next page.

- I saw.

- I saw a small girl trying not to kneel before the ash-gray.

- The child wailed. Said she didn't want it. Said she refused it.

- She grabbed my trouser leg and asked why.

- Why she had to face death in such a state, she wailed for me to tell her the answer, and died like that.

- Of course.

- I, who only hated the ash-gray, could not answer.

- Because no one in this world knows the truth about ash-gray.

- I too was just one of those who didn't know.

- And a question arose.

- Why did that child come to possess the ash-gray she didn't want? Where does ash-gray flow from and where does it disappear to? What is the source of ash-gray?

- I began to research this.

- Others criticized me and eventually tried to condemn me as a criminal and kill me, but I didn't care at all.

- It's not petty sympathy. It's pure curiosity and a spirit of inquiry.

- The child who grabbed my trouser leg, wailed, and died simply helped sprout my curiosity.

- That was certainly it.

The story is written.

Starting with that written preface, the record that the ancient criminal had scribbled began its story.

"..."

However.

It ended abruptly without any extraordinary or remarkable content.

Not much content is included.

It's as if it's whispering to move on to the next part. It sounds like the next part of the story is in the next place to go.

Just in case, I looked for similar records on the shelf and asked the librarian, but there was only one record by Nasatya.

So I muttered.

"No... what if it comes out here?"

If it's after the demons' territory, there's no need to worry.

Holding the record, I looked outside through the small window in the library.

The black boundary.

I have to go there anyway, but as far as I can see, there's nowhere else to go but beyond that.
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I set out on a journey to find the source of the ash.

I laid down my position as Grand Mage, threw away honor and wealth, and simply did so.

My disciples tried desperately to stop me, but once I had made my decision, I had to move forward.

I left my tower for a new exploration.

- First record of the journey.

I found underground waterways where the ash-colored ones hide.

The dark waterways reeked of foul odors, and the ash-colored beings there growled at me.

The ash-colored ones living only by survival instinct are no different from beasts in human form.

Words don't reach them.

When I approached, they burst into ash powder trying to kill me.

Consumed by obsession and desire for survival, they wouldn't allow me a single step closer.

I could have killed them in 10 seconds if I wanted to, but I simply retreated.

What method would be needed to fix them?

I don't know yet.

But I contemplate and explore.

- Second record of the journey.

I headed to another city.

I moved on to study the ash-colored ones hiding or living in various places.

The ash-colored one I encountered this time seemed somewhat normal.

At least it hadn't transformed into a beast. It showed a will to live with a certain woman.

Since it appeared to be trying to live like a human, I settled in this city for a while to learn about it.

As time passed, I continued observing them from nearby.

I think I understand now.

This ash-colored one was obsessed with a lover's affection rather than survival. It followed her constantly, never wanting to be apart.

Other residents didn't fear the ash-colored one who was obsessed with just one person.

They even seemed happy at a glance.

However.

Misfortune occurred when the woman, unable to bear the ash-colored one's obsession, tried to escape and meet another man.

In an instant, the city disappeared.

The ash-colored one went berserk upon discovering traces of another man on the woman, erasing the entire large city.

I couldn't save the people.

The ash-colored one's rampage far exceeded the expected range, covering everyone like a massive wave and reducing them to ashes.

So I stared blankly at the ruined scene before resuming my journey.

- Third record of the journey.

There was a person with severed limbs begging to be killed.

I found someone bound by an ash-colored one, being fed, raised, and even having their bodily functions controlled.

Their teeth had been filed down so they couldn't bite their tongue to commit suicide. A collar was placed so they couldn't squirm away to escape.

The ash-colored one's eyes were clearly insane. Its mouth corners were twisted upward in a grin, and with trembling hands, it kept busy stroking the man.

Without sexual desire, what emotion should this different form of obsession be called?

Is it a new form of obsession and desire created by emotional deprivation?

I observe and record this scene.

Of course, I didn't kill the man as he wished. Instead, I eliminated the ash-colored one.

I wonder.

If that girl who had clutched my trouser leg and burst into tears had survived then, would she have become like this?

Can such scenes truly be changed?

I don't know.

As my journey continues, there are so many unknowns that I'm not certain if my steps are heading in the right direction.

- Fourth record of the journey.

Based on my journey so far, I define the ash-colored ones' obsessions and desires into four forms.

Survival.

Violence.

Love.

Affection.

Though years have passed as I continued my journey, I could only confirm these four types, so I establish them as such.

I haven't yet created a cure.

Since I still haven't reached the source of the ash-colored ones, I couldn't create the most important thing without it.

However, I did create a suppressant.

So I record it so it won't be forgotten.

Giant bear's bile, desert spider's eyeballs, Inzen tree sap.

The above ingredients are basic and fundamental for the suppressant.

Dragon skin shed from a dragon over 500 years old, bark fragments from the sacred world tree in the Forest of Elves, starlight from the Star-flowing Ravine.

These ingredients were added after observing their clear repulsive reaction when in contact with ash.

And.

For survival obsession, Ploy region's poisonous herb works; for violence, Humid fungus from the desert underground; for love, Picentia flower roots; and for affection, hallucinogenic Hallus mushrooms have proven effective.

Though not a fundamental solution, I hope it helps someone.

I will continue my journey.

Traces of the source extend eastward.

If I go just a little further, I'll be able to find out what it really is.

********

And so.

After eating some moderately roasted meat with Asha and looking around various places, I returned to our lodging.

The record ended with roughly that content.

"So it was this person who classified the types of ash-colored ones and developed the suppressant."

"That's right."

Asha said while still munching on a caterpillar, as if she wasn't full yet.

How all that food she eats without stopping goes somewhere... I could guess just by glancing at her.

"Feel free to look."

"..."

A large ash powder pouch, too big to grasp even with both hands, swayed with Asha's movements.

"You can touch it if you want."

"No thanks."

"Ah, why not?"

"What do you mean 'why not'?"

It's more puzzling why she would say such things with the Saint and Hero right beside us.

"Since we're heading over there tomorrow, we might die, so we could have sex for the first and last time."

"*cough*... Asha. Please watch what you say..."

"What? You said those two go at it non-stop when they're alone anyway."

"No, please."

Similar coughing sounds came from the side.

Though pretending not to listen, they clearly heard everything—the Saint spat out her tea, and the Hero dropped his dumbbell on his foot.

"What?"

"After we defeat the Demon King."

"If you think we might die there, just do it there."

"..."

Her personality is really something else.

She only speaks politely in form, but her personality has become much cruder than when she was young.

Strictly speaking, I should be grateful that she continues to tolerate me, but sometimes I wonder if she's really the same person.

The future Asha I met at the Bercio ruins seemed quite intellectual.

And.

As I was thinking about that, Asha's gaze sharpened.

"Don't think about other women. It shows all over your face, Ain."

"Well, it's not exactly another woman."

"Anyone who isn't me right in front of you is another woman."

"Ah, yes."

She glared at me as if daring me to say one more word, so I just agreed and closed my eyes.

I've learned through bitter experience during our journey that there's nothing to gain from arguing with her.

And so the next day dawned.

Actually, since this was a place where the sun didn't rise, it was dark whether morning or afternoon, but in any case, the second night had passed.

And these bastards, even though we clearly changed the watch order, they attacked when it was my turn to be awake.

As if they knew perfectly well who was the weakest among us, magic came pouring down right after I took over the watch.

The outer wall of the building was destroyed again, leaving a gaping hole, and this time, feeling that crossing swords was meaningless, they blasted through the wall near the door with magic and quickly fled.

I can honestly say it was fucking awful, as they were clearly intent on messing with me.

These bastards.

So as I repacked our belongings, I couldn't help but grumble.

"...Why do I feel like I'm the only one who suffered these past two days?"

"It's not just a feeling—you were the only one who suffered, Ain."

"Ah."

She's so cruel.

I decided that after defeating the Demon King, I'd need to give all these demon bastards a good thrashing.

Anyway.

"Well then, shall we depart? Did everyone pack everything? Including the most important thing—food?"

"Yes, I think we're all set."

The Saint picked up her bag and said this to us.

The two days had finally ended.

The Hero was already sitting in the carriage waiting for us, and I got up with Asha.

"Hehe, now we're really going."

"...Yes."

Somehow my luggage feels heavier.

There's hesitation in my steps.

When we went down the stairs, the innkeeper waved to us.

"Meals are free when you return from the subjugation."

That's what he said, supposedly to encourage us.

"Hey, you bastard. What do you mean just meals are free? Shouldn't the lodging be free too, and you should even pay us?"

"Hmm, you have to pay for your meals too."

"You son of a..."

"Just go already."

He said that while waving his hand. Still, his eyes held a certain concern.

Since no Hero or Saint had ever returned until now, it's natural that he would feel more worry than expectation.

So.

I spoke in a deliberately light tone.

"Alright, we'll be back."

"Go."

There was no point in prolonging the conversation—it would only mix in feelings of fear and dread that would spill over.

So I got into the carriage.

"We're departing."

The Hero's voice was flat as always. He naturally took the reins and shook them as soon as we all boarded.

The carriage moved forward.

We headed beyond the black boundary under the gaze of the demon race.

My hands started trembling slightly, and as I clenched my fists tightly, a delicate hand gently grasped mine.

"Don't worry, Ain. I'll protect you even if I die."

"...That's not romantic at all."

That's what I said.

She looked at me with a bright smile.

And.

The black boundary swallowed our carriage.

********

As I approached to weaken □□ and □□ who had become mediums for the ash, my body gradually fell further.

After being in contact for a long time, I was affected by the ash.

Starting from my fingertips that had approached closest, it gradually spread, and soon part of my body also changed to a dull color.

I now understand what it means for emotions to intensify and mana to boil.

Why they howled. Why they went berserk.

I understand that small child who cried, asking why they had to be born as such a being.

At some point, I began to empathize with the disaster.

Even now as I record this final entry, I too am becoming a disaster.

However, unlike them, death approaches me as I wasn't granted immortality.

My mana no longer recovers.

With all the serum gone as well, my body faces death in starvation.

Still.

I succeeded in weakening the first Hero□ and □aint who had become mediums for the ash... someone will continue after me.

Surely someone will continue what I started.

That's what I decided to believe.

- Excerpt from "Records of the Forgotten Ancient Sinner" -
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On a gentle hill behind a small rural village.

Perhaps it was a hideout for a boy and a girl.

"Sheika, what should we do today?"

"Let's play heroes, Alia! I'll be the hero, and you be the villain!"

Though they didn't have much, it was a playground for innocent children who lived without any particular hardship.

"Again? I'm getting tired of it... And why am I always the villain! If we're going to play, I want to be the hero, so you be the villain!"

"Okay! You can be a hero too!"

"Sigh... fine! I'll play the villain!"

He was a bright-eyed boy who would pick up tree branches, claiming they were holy swords as he swung them around. And she was the girl who, unable to refuse the boy's requests, would throw on a shabby cape and volunteer to play the villain.

There were children who dreamed of becoming heroes of the century.

In that peaceful, serene landscape, the boy and girl would always smile.

That is to say.

It was certainly like that until both children's parents were drafted and conscripted for war and had to leave the village.

"Sheika, take good care of the house. I've asked Grandma Lushen to prepare your meals, so make sure you eat properly. Understand?"

"Mom... Dad. When will you come back...?"

Old man Chevil from next door had heard somewhere that a being called the Demon King had appeared on the battlefield.

"Hmm~ Of course we'll be back before our son marries Alia."

"Ah, I'm not going to marry Alia...!"

"Hehe, alright, alright. We'll be back before our son grows up, so don't worry."

The boy clearly heard the murmurs about how the war was turning badly, and anyone with even a little mana had to be dragged to the battlefield.

So he smiled.

With a smile, he held out his finger to his mother and father.

"You have to come back soon... Promise!"

"Yes, our son. We'll be back soon."

Believing they would return soon and ruffle his hair as always, he waved goodbye to their receding figures.

His parents disappeared from sight.

And taking their place was a girl who was also crying because her parents had disappeared.

Only the girl who was busy crying bitterly about her parents' disappearance remained by the boy's side.


One year, two years passed.

Time continued to flow, and even after several years had passed and the boy had become a young man and the girl a young woman, their parents never returned.

Now they knew.

They both knew. They had long since realized that their departed parents would never return.

Old man Chevil from next door was quite nosy and would often share stories he had heard with them.

The war was turning against them.

Humans were continuously pushed back by the demon race and the Demon King's forces, and he said that perhaps the peace of their small village wouldn't last much longer.

Elderly women and men disappeared one by one under the pretext of war.

Even Grandma Lushen, who had provided meals in place of their parents when they were young, had left that way, making the village increasingly empty.

And so.

The two of them sat on the gentle hill as always, gazing at the scenery.

"..., Sheika."

"Yes, Alia."

Unlike when they were children, she no longer cried.

What bloomed on her face was a bitter smile, and what came from her lips was the determination of someone who had made up their mind.

"Shall we play heroes?"

"..."

The woman who had once been a small girl said this.

Though her talent had not yet fully blossomed and she was just slightly above average, she voiced the dream the boy had held.

"It was our childhood dream, Sheika. We defeat the villains and become heroes. What do you think?"

"..., Alia."

The roles had quite changed.

The once energetic boy had somehow become a gloomy young man, but the timid girl had matured into a woman who stood up from her place with resolute eyes looking at the young man.

"Let's do it. Let's play heroes."

"But what can we possibly..."

She pulled out a straight sword she had hidden behind her back and presented it to the young man.

"Take up the sword, Sheika."

"Ah..."

"We're going to become heroes. I don't want to sit idly and meet my end. Let's go together."

The woman tells the young man about their childhood dream.

She knows.

She knows about the unextinguished embers in the young man who had always volunteered to play the hero since he was a boy.

"Stand up, Sheika. We have to defeat the villains, the two of us."

"..."

The spark that should have been completely trampled and extinguished was still faintly alive with mana, and the woman knew this for certain.

So she reached out her hand.

She handed him the sword she had asked the village's only blacksmith to make.

She declared that she would make the commitment first and lead the way.

And.

"Let's go."

"Yes."

Sheika grasped the sword, his lips curling up in response to Alia's smile.

They held hands and stood up.

The young man who had dreamed of becoming a hero since childhood finally took steps to become one.

"Let's go, Alia."

"Yes."

And so the two left their small village and moved forward.

Beyond the peaceful and serene landscape, they plunged into the dreary and gloomy scenery they had been continuously avoiding.



The young man fell.

The young man who stepped onto the battlefield fell many times.

Sometimes death brushed past his neck, and other times fear gnawed at his ankles.

"Pick up your sword again, Sheika."

"..., Hah. Alright."

But by his side was always the woman.

His childhood friend, now called the Saint of the battlefield, stood by him.

Her talent had long since blossomed.

She saved and protected countless people with holy spells truly worthy of being called a Saint.

Those who survived thanks to Alia struggled to prevent the front lines from being pushed back, and the war situation that had been continuously deteriorating gradually became more balanced.

So the young man knew.

He knew that while the woman had blossomed with brilliant talent, his existence as a mere ordinary swordsman was only a hindrance to her.

"Let's go, Sheika."

"..., Alright."

Nevertheless, he moved forward.

The woman never let go of his hand, so the young man, even if he fell, continued to get up and move forward.

The hero called the Saint and the unremarkable, ordinary swordsman.

That's what they were called on the battlefield.



And so.

After days of unending bloody battles, they were finally given rest.

The young man, catching his breath inside the tent, gazed at the woman's back.

She was combing her disheveled hair.

She, who had somehow become a symbol of the battlefield, always tried to maintain a neat appearance.

And so.

He suddenly thought.

"..."

Just today, he had been a burden.

Because the young man was in danger, the woman had to unnecessarily expend mana several times.

If she had protected and helped skilled swordsmen and warriors, the war situation would surely have turned more favorable.

Not just the public opinion, but he himself thought so.

There were many knights who proposed that she join them. The priests of Brahma visited her daily, asking her to help the paladins.

Perhaps, or rather certainly, he knew that his existence was blocking her path.

So the young man quietly murmured.

"Alia."

"Hmm? Why did you call, Sheika?"

She remains the same.

She still responds kindly with a smile at his call, just like when they were children.

The only one changing and crumbling is the young man.

"Well..., after all, rather than me..."

"Stop right there. Don't say any more."

However, the woman doesn't allow the young man to fall.

She continues to reach out her hand, pulling him out of the mire and standing him by her side.

"..."

"Please don't try to leave my side too, Sheika."

"..."

She smiles sadly.

He also knows.

He knows that although the woman has become someone remarkable, she is still no different from when she was young.

She's still a timid girl.

She's still a woman who cries easily.

She's just an ordinary person who likes peaceful scenery and gentle hills.

Just.

She was just a pure and beautiful woman who used to play along with the young man's hero games.

"I'll keep protecting you... I'll try harder. So please don't leave me too..."

"I'm sorry, Alia. I misspoke."

Tears fall drop by drop.

Even though she's a woman who always walks ahead, her fragile inner self is revealed beneath her firm resolve and determination.

Because she was a timid woman with no one left, moving forward only by holding onto the young man's clothes.

Sheika rose from his seat and gently embraced the woman who was murmuring not to leave while shedding tears.

It can't be helped.

If he wants to stand beside the woman who has become the hero he dreamed of, he has no choice but to become a hero himself.

"Alia, do you want a biscuit?"

"..., Yes, I do."

If he wants to stand beside the woman who is both a hero and still just a childhood friend, he can't just keep falling.

"Here you go."

"..., When did you hide biscuits again?"

Sheika thought as he watched Alia busy munching on the biscuit he offered.

"I don't really like sweets, so I saved all the ones I received from supplies."

"You liar..."

He wanted to move forward even a little more.
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A battlefield is a desolate place.

What was once clearly a green meadow now doesn't have even a single blade of grass remaining.

All that's left is soil stained red, or piles of corpses scattered about, and everyone is breaking down in this war that shows no sign of ending.

Someone is a father of a family.

Dragged away under the pretext of war to become a soldier, he will never see his child again.

Someone else is a young lady who had been caring for an elderly couple.

In her hands are a sword and shield. What covers her clothes are the blood and flesh of demons.

Everyone's eyes are hollow.

For demons who live for 500 long years, a human's lifetime isn't very long, and so the wars they wage continue unabated even after consuming entire human lifetimes.

So everyone knows their future.

They know they're just consumables in a never-ending war, and that all they'll see for the rest of their lives are barren battlefields and piles of blood-soaked corpses.

The fragrant scent of flowers and delicious food that were always nearby have now become dreams.

What permeates is the stench of decay. What they shove into their mouths is dry, tasteless rations.

That's why.

Even those who surely set out with hope at first gradually crumbled.

Some chose death instead, closing their eyes and offering their bodies to the demons.


And then.

Amidst all this, there is a swordsman who still carries bright eyes while dancing with death.

"Sheika!! Watch out!!"

Even as massive claws target his neck, there is a swordsman who instead dives deeper and plunges his sword in.

"Hah...!"

With a thunk, the straight sword pierces through the demon beast's body.

Without even time to hear its brief death cry, he throws himself deeper into the fray.

It's a dance with death.

Death always lingers beside this otherwise ordinary swordsman.

"Sheika! Stop! I said stop!!"

His childhood friend, known as the Saint of the Battlefield, knows this fact, which is why she tries to dissuade him.

However, he never hesitated.

He knew that only by doing this could he keep up with the woman who continued to advance far ahead.

Clang-clang-clang!

He parried a sword flying toward him.

Compared to demons, he lacks both mana and strength, so just blocking the sword made his wrist tingle.

No one was foolish enough to miss the opening this created, so a sword pierced the young man's side and magic flew at his head with a boom, shaking him violently.

These were clearly near-fatal blows, causing blood to burst forth and chunks of flesh to fall away.

But even in the midst of this, what follows is the young man's straight sword.

With a thunk, it pierces through a demon's neck.

With a ripping sound, the body of the demon who had cast magic is split in half.

The young man who created such a scene is not in a normal state either. His scalp is half torn off from the magic attack, and there's a hole in his side so large you can see through to the other side.

"..."

Yet he doesn't spare his body.

He knew that only by advancing this way could he stand by the woman's side.

Thud!

With a posture that seemed unafraid of death, he planted his foot again. Rather, it was the demons who felt fear at such a sight.


Before long, rumors spread.

On one front, there is a beautiful woman called the Saint.

And there is always a moth rushing toward death beside her.








Late night in the barracks.

Smack!

Inside, the woman's finger struck the young man's head hard.

"..., That hurts."

"Looking at the state you're in, and you say that much hurts?"

The woman glares at him, biting her lip tightly as if angry.

By now, a brilliant light flows from her hands, healing the severely torn wounds that were pierced by swords, hit by magic, and burst open.

"You'll heal me anyway, Alia... ow."

"Eek! Stop talking nonsense and take better care of your body, Sheika!"

He was looking at his gradually healing wounds and made a careless remark, only to get smacked on the forehead with a loud slap.

"Want a biscuit?"

"Huh, no thanks. If you get hurt like this again, I won't heal you."

He had gotten through situations like this many times by offering biscuits, but this time she seemed genuinely angry, her cheeks puffed up.

So Sheika let out a bitter laugh.

"..., Haha."

"Don't laugh stupidly. I'm serious. Why do you keep doing such dangerous things?"

Obviously, it's to stand by the woman's side.

After all, Alia is becoming increasingly famous.

Her fame was spreading beyond just the front line that Sheika and Alia were assigned to, reaching even more dangerous and deeper front lines.

The young man sensed it.

He felt that proving his usefulness wouldn't elevate his position, but would only drag him to more dangerous places closer to death.

So probably, no, definitely, he had a feeling that Alia would be sent to the front lines.

Therefore.

He casually raised the corners of his mouth and answered the woman.

"Well..., I need to become a hero."

"Don't lie. Doing dangerous things doesn't make you a hero, Sheika."

He smiled at the woman whose eyes were now reddening, just like when they were children.

"Heroes are supposed to do dangerous things. They have to catch villains, right?"

"..."

He gently embraced the woman who was trying hard not to let her tears fall.

"I won't die. Don't worry."

"...I don't know, you idiot."

However, it was still not enough.

Instead of the derogatory title of "moth," there was another title that should have been attached to him.








The ominous premonition was, somehow, never wrong.

"Transfer orders. Who is Alia?"

A knight wearing armor stained with blood came and said so.

Finally, the rumors of the Saint had reached the front lines, and a knight had come to take her away.

"I, I'm Alia..."

"Pack only what you need and follow me. We're leaving immediately."

When Alia unconsciously raised her hand and said so, the knight immediately approached her and told her to follow him.

Alia glanced at the young man beside her with trembling eyes.

"Ah..., um.... Do I have to go alone...?"

"The transfer order among the personnel on this front line has only fallen on you. You've been assigned to the front lines, so move quickly."

At the knight's words, she unconsciously gripped the hand of the young man next to her tightly.

"Um, I.... That is.... Ah..., uh."

"..."

She is conflicted.

It's the fear of being dragged alone to the more dangerous battlefield of the front lines.

Also, the worry about whether it's right to ask for the young man to be brought along to such a dangerous place.

She kept looking back and forth between the young man and the knight, whimpering like that.


So.

"These are orders from above. If you refuse, you won't see a good outcome, so follow me."

"I want to go to the front lines with her."

He answered on behalf of the woman who was hesitating and wavering.

The young man said he wanted to go to the front lines with her.

"Impossible. The transfer order has only been issued for this one person."

"Please. Let me go with Alia."

By now, he had hidden the woman behind his back and was staring intently at the knight.

The knight's expression soured.

"War is not child's play. Step aside."

"I must go to the front lines with her."

The knight's hand was already placed on his sword hilt.

"Disobeying orders on the battlefield is grounds for execution. I warn you for the last time. Step aside."

"I will go to the front lines with Alia."

And Sheika's hand was also placed on his sword hilt.

The knight, seeing this, gritted his teeth and drew his sword.

"I will execute you."

Clang!

A cracking sound erupts from the clashing swords. Naturally, it's the young man's sword that gives way.

"She, Sheika...!"

The woman's voice, seemingly panicked, dissipates as soon as it reaches his ears.

The sword of the knight from the front lines is heavy and threatening, leaving no time to listen to her words.

With a crunch, the young man's shoulder plate is dented from being hit by the gauntlet.

"Hah...!"

"Do you think war is a joke?"

Unlike his modest and shabby armor, the full-body armor exudes intimidation.

Now that he's actually crossing swords, his body trembles.

Rather than fear, it's the overwhelming difference in power that makes his joints creak and his body shake.

His mana is insufficient. His strength is also negligible in comparison.

Clang! Boom!

"Urgh...!"

"When a superior gives an order, you obey, you fool."

Despite the massive body and armor, the speed of the sword is even faster than the young man's.

Unlike Sheika who has no leeway, the knight swings his sword and kicks while calmly speaking.

Crack!

The kicked shin broke.

Naturally, he fell to his knees, and immediately the descending sword struck his collarbone, cracking it as he blocked.

"..., Heh."

Still, the sword had to be swung.

The young man is a moth. He has no intention of backing down even as death approaches.

Kneeling, he grabbed a handful of dirt and immediately threw it in the knight's face.

"You despicable..."

The knight blocked the dirt with his gauntlet, creating a momentary opening that the young man couldn't miss, so he kicked the knight's knee hard with his broken leg.

With a crack, the joint bends. Of course, pain also surges from the broken leg.

"Ugh, argh...!!"

A scream erupted from the knight's mouth.

So the openings continue to appear.

After spitting out the blood he had been holding in his mouth to obscure the knight's vision again, he kicked the other knee hard, bending it grotesquely.

"Arghh!!"

The knees buckled.

The knight fell and screamed, and Sheika climbed on top of his armor and pressed a dagger to his neck.

The blade touched, creating a thin red line on the neck as blood dripped.

He wants only one thing.

"I want to go with Alia."

"Urgh..."

He wants to head to the front lines with her.

The woman always told him not to leave her alone, but the same was true for the young man.

"Please let me go to the front lines with her."

"..."

He didn't want to lose the only precious person he had left.
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Sword Saint.

Sword Sage.

Ordinary people called those who reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship the Saints of the Sword.

They were those who transcended the ordinary to become ideal symbols.

Saints.

It was an honor and a form of power given only to those who could overturn the tide of battle.

And.

At the frontlines, there was indeed a young man who wielded a sword well enough to overturn the tide of battle.

The young man always drew his sword and rushed into the most dangerous places, and certainly did overturn situations.

That was an achievement beyond the ordinary.

In some ways, he had certainly reached the pinnacle.

However, it could not become an ideal symbol.

Those who saw his appearance never called him a Saint of the Sword.

Always miserable and desperate, always stained with blood and with gleaming eyes, the young man is not called a Saint of the Sword.

He is the Sword Demon.

Sword Demon, Sheika.

The Demon of the Sword swings his blade at the frontlines.

In other words, after the derogatory nickname "moth" fell away, what replaced it was yet another derogatory name.

The usual scene in the tent doesn't change even when one comes to the frontlines.

Smack-

"I'm going to die from my head cracking open, Alia."

"T-this... I can't just tie up this bad guy who doesn't listen, really..."

With an expression that seemed indignant, a woman smacked his forehead and naturally healed it.

The deeply embedded broken blade fell to the floor with a clang, and she pulled out the arrow tips stuck throughout his body as if accustomed to it.

The wounds slowly heal.

"But you saved many knights who were about to die."

"You almost died instead, Sheika."

Her eyes show many complaints.

She thinks she should have stopped him from following back then.

"I won't die. We promised to become heroes, remember?"

"If you want to be a hero... at least don't do things that make you called a Sword Demon, you idiot."

That day in the past, when a knight came and ordered recruitment.

Sheika finally subdued the knight and asked for permission to head to the frontlines together.

Except for being quite strict, that superior who was a better knight than expected acknowledged Sheika's skills.

Being someone without grudges, he simply wrote a recommendation letter and just patted his head saying he'd never seen someone so eager to rush into danger.

Time has passed since then.

Alia, who was only called a Saint in small battlefields, has now become a famous Saint even at the frontlines.

Everyone calls her Lady Saint.

No matter how uncomfortable she feels or how much she refuses, now everyone looks up to her.

She is the symbol of the battlefield.

Although she still shows her ordinary self in front of him, she has clearly changed.

Now she also manages her expressions and maintains an elegant posture in front of others.

She has matured.

She has become aware of her position and started to move forward.

The small girl who once dreamed of an ordinary life had matured and blossomed, being revered as a symbol of victory.

So.

The young man always thinks.

"But if I don't do this, I can't catch up to you, Alia."

"Eek! Who told you to catch up? I said I'll always be by your side!"

"Haha..."

No matter how much he struggles, she keeps getting further away.

Although the physical distance remains as close as ever, another kind of distance isn't narrowing at all.

Of course, it's not inferiority.

He doesn't feel jealous toward his childhood friend he's been with since they were young.

However.

He wants to stand beside her.

He wishes to walk alongside her.

If he keeps falling behind like this, even if they both want to always be together, they'll eventually be separated by others.

No matter how much she says she dislikes it and wants to go together, he feels they'll take only her beyond the frontlines.

He just wants to continue following his childhood friend who has already become a hero, so she won't be lonely.

And.

While he was thinking this, there was a woman who quietly hugged him tight and patted his back.

Sheika naturally stroked her back.

He was staring at his childhood friend who had somehow become a hero long before him.

The situation on the battlefield is tense.

Unlike before when they were only pushed back, the frontline between humans and demons is maintained similarly as long as something huge doesn't intervene.

In other words.

The demons had something huge that humans completely lacked.

There was the Demon King who started the war, and there were also hideous things he supposedly created.

Something new periodically swept through the battlefield.

Great knights who were in charge of the frontlines, as well as mages, couldn't withstand even a moment and were torn apart.

They certainly find methods.

When something new appears, both mages and knights rack their brains and clash their bodies to find ways to break through and maintain the frontline.

However, those methods are found through blood.

Someone dies in the clash. Someone else becomes disabled and withdraws.

Mages who were interpreting and analyzing get devoured by trap formations hidden by the Demon King, and warriors who try to prevent such scenes get swept away.

Only after repeating such gloomy and desperate scenes several times does someone finally find a clue.

So while the frontline is certainly maintained, meaningless sacrifices are repeated only among humans.

What should be noble sacrifices suddenly turn into worthless deaths, and now everyone considers the death of the person next to them as natural.

The value of life falls endlessly.

That's war.

War is where even the most precious things become worthless.

And.

Stupidly, there were also those who struggled in such a place.

"It's the Sword Demon!!"

While that was a derogatory nickname given by someone, to others it might be a cry of hope.

"The Saint has arrived!!!"

And that is a noble call given only to one whom everyone looks up to.

The two people who had been deployed to the battlefield for days without rest immediately set out when news came that something new had appeared on the battlefield.

Both had dark circles under their eyes.

No matter how much healing was done, accumulated fatigue wouldn't go away, so they stepped forward in a not-so-good physical state.

"Alia, I'll go first."

"Don't go in too deep. Then I won't be able to help you."

"Alright."

The Sword Demon draws his sword with a swish.

It's a straight sword with teeth missing in places and stained with blood to the point where it can't be washed off.

"It's a promise, Sheika. I'll really get angry."

"Yes."

The Saint raises the scripture handed to her by the priests.

The bundle of papers that should have been crisp has become quite shabby from how many times it has been opened.

The two take their positions.

Their role is to save those who have come to the brink of death.

Whoosh-

The Sword Demon kicks off and immediately falls into the midst of the demons.

Actions follow quickly.

He kicks a corpse that's already dead toward the demons to narrow their range of action, and scatters blood-soaked soil to block their vision.

His sword is vile. It's petty and mean.

He had the skill to overturn a precarious situation, but this is also why he's consistently underestimated.

Some say he's cowardly, others say he's sneaky and dirty.

However, he doesn't care at all.

"Hup!"

Crack-crack-

He saves those who were about to die.

"H-huh... Th-thank you! Thanks to you, *cough*, I'm alive...!"

While some may insult and look down on his swordsmanship and actions, others look at him with admiration and express gratitude.

"I'll take care of this. Please retreat quickly."

"Ugh... I won't forget this debt, Sword Demon...!"

While it was clearly a derogatory nickname, he came to not dislike that word which had become a symbol on the battlefield. It's a symbol of victory. It's proof that someone was saved.

So the Sword Demon just nods and swings his sword again.

"Sheika!"

"Yes."

Following the gesture of the Saint calling him from behind, he kicks off again.

The Sword Demon's battle is fierce and desperate.

His movements, which maximize efficiency by splitting and dividing his insufficient mana as much as possible, are somewhat bizarre.

"Ugh...!"

The right arm that was swinging the sword is broken.

He is now holding the sword with his left hand and striking downward.

His left leg is half torn off from being hit by magic, and several arrows are stuck in his right leg.

Crunch-

Nevertheless, his movements continue without even a moment's hesitation.

He kills demons and saves humans.

With that one action principle, he jumps into the midst of demons like a machine.

"Sword Demon...! Thank you for saving me!"

Many times, dozens of times, even as time continues to flow, his steps continue.

He saves and moves forward.

After saving, he raises his sword.

So.

In fact, it was different now from when he first received the derogatory nickname.

Some murmured that it was noble. Some looked with respect.

They are watching the traces of one who struggles to save even one more by always crossing the deepest battle lines.

And the protagonist of that story continued to swing his sword.

With a thud, a blade was embedded in his side.

"Ugh..., huh."

The Sword Demon has always dreamed.

Since childhood, he imagined himself becoming a hero, and he was looking at the woman who became a hero first and reached out to pull him along.

Crack-crack-

She is a precious person who always reaches out and lifts him up no matter how many times he falls.

With no mother, no father, and now even that small village gone, she is the only one left.

Clang- Clang-

So he must follow.

He doesn't stop. He moves forward. He follows, retracing those footsteps.

So that she doesn't become lonely by going far ahead alone.

He too must continue to climb higher.

The Sword Demon thought this as he scanned his surroundings.

Having swept through in a trance, he had somehow dug too deep into the battlefield.

"Phew..."

Somehow, the woman's voice hadn't been heard for a while.

He thought he would be scolded again in the tent later for breaking his promise to her.

So.

He raised his head and glanced in the direction where the Saint would be.

He wanted to see her maintaining an elegant posture and helping the knights.

"..., what?"

However.

What he sees is a scene different from usual.

The frontline has been pushed back. The knights' momentum has completely broken, and the demon forces have reached near her.

Crack-

It looks urgent.

Magic and arrows are being embedded one by one around Alia. Due to the chaotic situation, no one is protecting her.

And their eyes met.

Alia's trembling eyes are looking directly at the Sword Demon.

Sheika.

Save me.

Her lip movements clearly whispered that.

Death.

Death rushes toward her.

Death, which was always expected on the battlefield, approaches the woman and casts its shadow.

Clang- Clang-

It's already overwhelming just to counter the swords, magic, and arrows pouring toward him.

His mana is completely depleted, and now he's barely standing with willpower alone.

"..."

How long would it take to run all the way there, pushing aside everything?

Even if he just ran like crazy, pushing through the demons filling the surroundings, it would take about a minute.

Too far.

Right now, demons are swarming right in front of her, and those with swords are shouting that they will kill the Saint.

"Ah."

She's going to die.

Perhaps the expected death is coming.

Her teary eyes are now reflecting the sword.

"..., ah."

The woman who always reached out to him and smiled at him is going to die.

The only precious connection left to him is about to meet death.

On the battlefield, that's the natural thing.

Everyone dies.

No matter how great a person is, they cannot avoid death.

It's natural.

Naturally, they die.

It whispers that this is the law of nature. It tells him to give up.

However.

Nothing is natural.

The only thing that exists is to overturn everything that is determined to be natural.

Law of nature.

He thinks, what does that have to do with me?

He questions what meaning there is in being bound by such things when the woman will die.

The Sword Demon kicked off.

He raised his sword with his broken and damaged right hand.

Without knowing what he was accomplishing or what scene would unfold, he swung his sword while looking only at the woman.

There's a cracking sound.

It's the sound of something being broken, damaged, and torn off.

Thus, he overturns the law of nature.

Crack-

A bizarre sound is heard.

Crack-crack-crack- Screech- Screech-

The already bizarre sound changes and rings in the ears of everyone on the battlefield.

Following the sword, a crack forms, and it widens greatly.

Screech-

The Sword Demon stepped into it.

With his left hand instead of his torn-off right hand, he holds the sword and kicks off.

In the dark space, he swings his sword again. With the sound of crack- screech-, a new crack opens.

What he sees is the woman who was far away.

With both arms now torn off, he holds the sword in his mouth.

"Sheika...!!"

Instead of answering her sobbing voice, he swings his sword.

And.

It splits.

His straight sword, held in his mouth rather than his hand, was swung and split the demons filling the surroundings.

Having done its job, the straight sword crumbled.

Only the pitiful handle fell from his mouth with a thud.

Amidst the battlefield where all kinds of sounds were mixed, there is a moment of silence.

Even in the midst of this, the Sword Demon is looking only at the Saint.

"..., sorry. Don't be angry, Alia."

"Sheika, you..., this...."

Blood flows and bursts from his eyes, nose, mouth, and ears.

In other words.

That appearance is hideous and disgusting, but what is contained in the eyes of those watching the scene is one emotion.

Admiration or longing, or if not that, respect.

So.

Someone murmured toward him.

"..., hero."

A hero, they said.

"Warrior..."

A warrior, they said.

Someone said that while looking at his blood-covered and miserable back.
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The priests who came from the Brahma Papal State.

They were looking at the Hero and the Saint with serious, solemn eyes.

Each one was intently scribbling something on stiff paper, comparing notes with each other and nodding their heads.

And then.

The Hero facing the priests spoke to the Saint standing beside him.

"Hmm, Alia. Would this pose be better?"

"...Can you please stop? It's embarrassing..."

He asks how he could look more impressive. Unnecessarily changing his pose, gripping his sword again, and making awkward expressions.

"But they're making statues of us, Alia. People in future generations will see them, so they should be done properly."

"...Just stand normally holding your sword, please."

In other words, these priests had come to create statues of the two people who had become symbols of victory and salvation on the battlefield.

Sheika seemed quite proud and pleased about it, moving around and striking all sorts of poses, while Alia hung her head in embarrassment at her lover's behavior.

"Still, rather than something ordinary, I should strike a pose that accentuates my muscles... ow!"

"Ah, I said stop it!!"

He finally got hit on the head with a loud thwack.

The woman's face turned as red as a carrot, and the elegant expression she had been maintaining despite her embarrassment crumbled.

"No, that hurts... Alia, it really hurts. Even so, using the corner was a bit... ugh."

"Stop! It's embarrassing so stop! I told you to keep it normal, normal...!"

The Hero couldn't put up any resistance as the Saint hit him with the corner of a holy book.

Though they had transcended normalcy and become everyone's idols, at least in this moment, they seemed perfectly human.

So one priest thought, and wanted to capture this scene in a statue.

He sketched the two bickering. He modeled a beauty that didn't reveal the horrors of the battlefield.

And.

Neither the Hero, the Saint, nor the other priests could predict that the scene captured by this one priest would eventually become a statue.

But someone might say that this human, ordinary scene would remain preserved well into the distant future.

The tide of war had turned.

Of course, it had turned in a good way.

The demon army that had swept through most of human territory and pushed them into a corner was gradually being pushed back and retreating because of the existence of the Hero and the Saint.

The frontlines, which had barely been holding on, gradually advanced until they reclaimed all the lost territory.

Now they were slowly crossing over into what was originally demon territory, driving them to the edge of a cliff.

The Hero and the Saint were always at the center of it all.

"Sheika."

"Yes, Alia."

The endless hordes of demons had certainly been threatening for over decades, but not anymore.

Now there was a swordsman who was neither a sword ghost nor a moth to the flame, but one called Hero or champion.

He was at least the first among humans to transcend providence. He overturned what was thought impossible and took a step forward.

The boy who dreamed of becoming a hero had indeed become one.

And he stands before everyone as if it's only natural.

His breathing is steady. His eyes scan the front lines.

His hair always sways in the wind mixed with the smell of blood, and his clothes flutter slowly following his sword.

The brilliant light that the woman had released dwells in his body.

Unlike before, the demons' faces were filled with fear.

They now know who it is that takes a step toward them alone.

It's the Hero. That means death.

Geugeuk-

That sound, which is the sound of death to them, is heard.

Kkeek- kkigigik- kkigigigigik-

Though it's just a single sword stroke, the sword extends and cuts through.

A simple slash from left to right, the crack spreading from the tip of the sword swallows the army that filled the front in one go.

"..."

All that remains is a desolate land and silent corpses.

"Let's go."

"Yes."

So now, it could hardly be called a war anymore.

One breath, one blink.

With just one such sword stroke, what would have been days of fierce fighting ended completely.

Those standing behind the Hero were all filled with awe. They bowed their heads in respect.

Sheika nodded briefly to them and continued walking.

He knew that proceeding further from here was a role solely for himself and Alia.

A dark-colored barrier.

Going beyond that barrier, which couldn't be cut even by his sword strike, was a role only for the two of them.

So before proceeding beyond it, he turned his head and spoke to the others.

"See you tomorrow."

"See you all a little later."

The woman called the Saint also smiled kindly, said this, and waved her hand.

Hoping that a happy ending awaited beyond this, they took a step forward.

And so.

They subdued all the demons fighting within the barrier.

And the Demon King went into seclusion.

Inside the demons' final barrier, there was another pitch-black boundary.

From around the time the tide of war turned in favor of humans, the Demon King had gone beyond that boundary and hadn't come out, they said.

Whether he was making something as usual, or trembling in fear.

No one knew because none of the other demons who had gone beyond the boundary had come back out.

So the Saint asks the Hero.

"Sheika, what should we do?"

"We've secured the demons' surrender, so I'm wondering if we should just go back..."

The Hero says this to the Saint but trails off.

It feels ominous for no reason.

An uneasy feeling creeps up.

It doesn't seem simple that the being who had created all sorts of strange things and massacred humans has been holed up in seclusion for quite some time.

"I guess... we should go?"

"..."

If he's creating something that could massacre humans again, they know they need to stop it now.

Being called heroes and revered as the Hero and Saint, they can't help but know what's right.

However.

"Sheika, let's go."

"Sigh... then I'll go alone."

Although he had always dreamed of becoming a hero, that didn't mean he wanted to achieve great deeds and die gloriously.

"What kind of foolish talk is that, Sheika?"

"It seems dangerous, so wait outside. I'll kill the Demon King and come back."

Even though they had become heroes admired by all, what the two of them actually wanted for their future was something ordinary and peaceful.

"Sheika."

"..."

To be honest, neither of them wanted to go beyond the ominous and anxiety-inducing boundary.

They were hoping for a peaceful conclusion without having to go beyond it.

"We're always together. Just as you've always followed me, I'll always follow you."

"...Alia."

"Let's go. We have to become heroes!"

She's a woman who raises the corners of her mouth to hide her fear and extends her hand as always.

The Hero stares at her for a moment, then finally takes her hand.

They moved forward.

Beyond the pitch-black boundary where nothing could be seen.

The two of them moved forward.

They hoped that a happy ending awaited at the end.

To state the conclusion, the two of them cut down the Demon King.

A day or two wasn't enough, so after fighting for over two weeks, the Hero finally cut down the Demon King's physical body.

"Al, ia..."

"..."

However.

He was a being who had overturned providence before the Hero himself.

He was the king of demons who sought to become a god by transcending providence.

As ominous predictions are never wrong, what the Demon King had been preparing and creating was disaster.

They won. And they lost.

They dragged the being called the Demon King down to the ground and finally buried him in the mud.

But in the end, they couldn't annihilate him. Even after cutting down his physical body, the Demon King existed without form.

Already closer to a phenomenon than a physical form, he simply existed.

They couldn't keep their promise to see each other tomorrow. The promise to meet again was broken.

All that remained was the promise between the two that they would always be together.

"Ali, a... consciousness, cough..."

"..."

Something created by the Demon King is scattered and gradually spreads.

It's a curse.

The world turns ashen.

It flows through the sword that had pierced his heart and spreads through the Hero's body, and it stains the body of the Saint who had already lost consciousness and collapsed on the ground.

Ashes flutter.

Consciousness gradually fades away.

The existence that is oneself gradually becomes not oneself.

And so the hero□.

□□ and □□ become disaster.

And so.

□□ and □□ faced heroes and saints who would continue their legacy, time and again.

Years, or decades.

There were many who entered beyond the boundary to subjugate □□ and □□, who now had no consciousness of their own.

They were all shocked.

They were shocked by the sight of □□ and □□, completely stained ash-gray, dragging their bodies around the temple without any sense of self.

They all died.

Everyone who crossed the boundary was killed by □□ and □□.

Hundreds of years, beyond that, thousands of years.

It simply repeated.

Of course, there were those who made meaningful efforts in between.

Some ancient mage's unique magic and ash-weakening agent, a talented Hero and Saint from who knows how many generations later.

And someone else.

However, it didn't continue.

Those efforts to continue the legacy were meaningful, yet failed to find meaning for a long time.

Therefore.

Surely □□, who had no sense of self, and □□ wished.

For someone to end them, for them to achieve the happy ending they couldn't achieve.

They desperately wished.

And.

They faced them again.

The Hero, and the Saint.

An ordinary-looking young man and a woman with ash-colored hair.

Ch.241 - Episode 15. Beyond the Boundary. (1)
# Episode 15. Beyond the Boundary

Beyond the pitch-black boundary.

The place reached at the end of the journey is another world completely dyed in ash.

"..., Hero."

"Why are you calling me?"

There is a massive temple.

It stands alone at a distance, the only building in this desolate, dark landscape.

And I could see two figures wandering around it.

Completely dyed in ash, dragging their rotting bodies that could hardly be considered alive.

So.

"Can we... really do this?"

"..."

I uttered those words.

I think I know who they are. As a Saint, these are faces I cannot fail to recognize.

I've seen the massive statues of the first Hero and Saint in the Papal State, revered even more than the Pope. The two figures wandering around the temple, though covered in ash, clearly resemble them.

They accomplished the remarkable feat of stopping the Demon King, driving out the Demon Race, and ending the war just the two of them.

Though they lived thousands of years ago, they remain talked about and respected as human idols.

Hero Sheika and Saint Alia.

The historically strongest swordsman, said to be able to cut through mountains with a single strike, now walks dragging his sword with what appears to be a broken arm.

The divine Saint, reportedly the only Saint throughout all ages who could perform the miracle of resurrection, follows behind him holding a crumbling holy book.

"Can we... truly defeat them?"

"Rua."

Though there are only two enemies in this vast space, we too are merely two.

I'm afraid.

"Now I understand... why all previous Heroes failed... why failure followed failure until it became our turn..."

"Rua, don't be afraid."

It would be strange not to be afraid.

I'm scared. I don't want to die.

I should have continued the journey a little longer, even just a bit more, under the pretext of saving people.

"I don't want to die. I don't want it to end here like this."

"I'll take the lead. I'll make sure you don't die here. So support me."

I said this while trembling.

The Hero responded and raised his greatsword.

"..., Hero."

"Let's go."

His large hand is trembling.

His steps forward, with the greatsword raised, are filled with hesitation.


Oh God.

Why.

For what reason.

Ah.


-Excerpt from 【Episode □□. The End of the Journey】-


********


Beyond the boundary.

From the moment our carriage crossed over, ash particles swirled down from the sky.

It's not a sign of ash-colored magic. It's just a piece of the dreary landscape completely covered in ash.

So Asha's eyes widened.

The eyes of the Hero and Saint were also wide open, staring at something.

And I muttered quietly as I looked at the scene unfolding before us.

"..., a temple?"

There is a temple.

A massive temple standing alone in a desolate, gloomy world where nothing else exists.

Having been covered by ash that must have been swirling for thousands of years, it has lost its original color.

Everything is ash-colored.

Everything is so dull and discolored that a quick glance around reveals nothing remaining besides the temple.

And so.

As I was absentmindedly offering my impressions, the carriage gently came to a stop.

The Hero let go of the reins he was holding, and Chunsik and Chunbae trembled nervously with a whinnying sound.

The first to get off the carriage was the Hero.

"Everyone get off first."

He immediately stood in front of the carriage, raising his greatsword and scanning the surroundings.

So I also got off the carriage, followed by the Saint and Asha, and we all stood on the ashen ground with our own feet.

And after everyone had disembarked, the Hero looked at me and spoke.

"Remove the shackles."

"Oh...."

Even though nothing has happened yet, being told to remove the shackles first creates an unnecessary tension.

With a click, the shackles were released. My body felt lighter after a long time.

"At first glance, there doesn't seem to be anything that could be considered an enemy around here."

"It's not just a matter of enemies—there's literally nothing here except for that temple."

Beyond the black boundary, there's nothing that appears to be alive and moving.

Everything is empty and dark.

Just the temple standing prominently at a distance, and small flowers somehow blooming in this kind of landscape.

"So we'll head toward the temple. Keep a close eye on our surroundings just in case."

"Yes."

The Hero said this and took the lead.

His back looked uncharacteristically tense and quite stiff.


Throughout our walk, our feet sank deeply.

The ash that must have been swirling ceaselessly for ages had accumulated thickly on the ground and hardened, but the recently settled ash made our feet sink up to our ankles when stepped on.

And the source of the swirling ash is the temple.

The gloomy ash continued to swirl from the direction we were heading, and we advanced with defensive barriers raised just in case.

The temple, which had seemed quite distant, was now closer.

The temple, which looked massive even from afar, revealed its grandeur as we approached. It's taller than the walls of any ordinary city.

So I muttered.

"At this scale, it wasn't a Demon King but a Demon God, wasn't it?"

Without such casual remarks, the tension might make my heart burst, so I voiced my curiosity.

Besides, someone was thinking along the same lines.

"It is a bit too massive to be called a king's castle. It definitely gives off the impression of a temple."

The Saint, as if pleased by the timing, immediately responded to my comment.

"I'm seeing it for the first time myself and am surprised, but if you look at ancient records, there are writings about this. It's recorded that the Demon King truly wanted to become a god, as the name suggests."

"Hmm, so he didn't manage to become a god?"

"According to testimonies from ancient demons, the Demon King was almost close to becoming a god. Of course, there might be exaggerations mixed in, but considering humans were on the brink of extinction until the Hero appeared, scholars concluded there's some credibility to it."

We continued walking, and even as the temple grew closer, our conversation didn't stop.

"If the accepted theory is that he was almost close to becoming a god, how did the Hero of that time stop him?"

"That's also written in the records of the ancients. 'The Hero's sword strike was truly a divine punishment. His sword could wipe out the demon army with just a single swing. He was a hero who could turn the tide of battle alone. And there was always a holy woman who assisted such a Hero.' That's what it says."

"Hmm...."

"Besides, the heroic tale of the Hero who stopped the Demon King is famous as a fairy tale, isn't it?"

The ash that had been swirling more intensely as we approached the temple suddenly dispersed at some point.

Our vision cleared.

"There's quite a bit of exaggeration in all of this."

"Well, whether it's exaggeration or not, only the ancients would know. If you're curious, you can look it up later at the Bercio ruins. Many scholars who are still curious about the war of that time are waiting for that timeline to open."

As the majestic sight of the temple filled our eyes and the ash that had been obstructing our view became quite calm, there were things to be seen.

"Wow, it's really huge and imposing.... Oh, but there are people over there...."

"Hehe, the appearance of the first Hero Sheika and the first Saint Alia can be con... firmed... through the giant statues in the Papal State...."

The only things moving in the landscape dominated by the massive temple.

Two figures wandering around the temple, dragging their bodies that hung limply like corpses.

"..."

"Con... firm... able... Ah...."

Both the Saint and the Hero widened their eyes upon seeing them. They were left speechless, their mouths gaping.

So I could tell by their reactions.

A man walking with a straight sword in one hand—chipped and even broken in places—and a woman following behind him, holding a book so tattered that its form was barely recognizable.

It's impossible not to recognize those two figures as the first Hero Sheika and the first Saint Alia that the Saint had been proudly explaining about.

The heroes of humanity from long ago, now completely dyed in ash, were there.

So.

I took a deep breath.

I shouldn't think this is an impossible task from the start. With that thought, I drew my sword.

"It's good that we can directly verify whether it's exaggeration or not."

"..."

I naturally moved to stand beside the Hero, glancing at him.

The Hero's eyes were uncharacteristically wide. His large hand holding the greatsword was trembling.

I punched him in the side to turn his dazed face toward me.

The Hero's pupils were trembling.

Of course, I know that he's not simply consumed by fear.

During our journey together with the Hero.

His daily training was so damn brutal that I once asked him about it.

'So... who taught you this brutal and shitty swordsmanship?'

I asked this on a day when, after crossing swords with the Hero hundreds of times, I was continuing the next training session with my shoulder half-severed.

'None of your business. If you're going to spout useless words, lift it higher.'

'No, you bastard.'

'We're not done. Lift it higher.'

Of course, he didn't tell me right away.

Despite his massive size, he had a somewhat petty side and didn't readily reveal his thoughts.

'If you tell me, I'll lift it, so please tell me.'

'There's nothing to tell. I figured it out on my own.'

'That's bullshit. I'm not doing this anymore. I quit.'

Even after asking repeatedly, he kept dodging and hiding it, until I finally lay flat on my back and refused to train, regardless of whether my shins got scraped.

'Sigh... I really don't have a master.'

'You bastard, you just lie every time you open your mouth....'

And that night, for whatever reason, he sighed and told me.

'I just... saw the heroic tale of the first Hero when I was young. I admired that phrase about cutting down a mountain with a single sword strike.'

'...really?'

The Hero said.

He just said he admired the first Hero.

'Yes. However, no matter how much I swung, I found it difficult to cut down even a small hill behind my house, let alone a single tree. So I wanted to follow that, even if crudely. With that thought, I started training from a young age.'

'Hmm.'

He said he had admired and looked up to him from a very young age, long before being selected as the Hero.

Then, uncharacteristically embarrassed, he kicked my shin.

'If you understand, keep lifting. You'll lose muscle.'

'You're such a damn kid... Aaagh!! You bastard, really...!'

That's just how it was.

That thing dyed in ash, moving like a corpse dragging its body, was the person the Hero had admired.

So.

"Scared?"

"..."

I uttered that single word and took the lead.

"It's a chance to cross swords with the hero you admired, so if you're just going to stand there, I'll go first."

I kicked the shin of the Hero who was still not coming to his senses and stepped forward.

Only then did he blink and let out a small laugh.

"...Ha. Let's go. Rua, provide support."

"Yes, Hero."

The Hero raised his sword.

He kicked off with all his might toward the one he had always admired.
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I held out my sword to block the Hero who was about to dash forward.

Since he wasn't thinking straight, I tried to provoke him a bit, but seeing that he was about to charge in mindlessly, I spoke up.

"This is just a preliminary skirmish."

"I know that."

He wasn't going to fight like a madman right away.

Though they're just shuffling around like corpses now, if they were truly weak, the Hero's destiny wouldn't have continued until now.

So I looked skeptically at the Hero who confidently claimed he knew.

"...Just to be sure, you do know what a preliminary skirmish is, right?"

"I must look like a meathead to you, but sorry to say, I'm smarter than you."

"...Bullshit."

"I'm right about this."

Even if the world split in half, I'm smarter than a muscle-brained bastard.

Many things might be overturned, but that's an unchangeable law.

"So who would charge in recklessly during a preliminary—"

"If we're facing those opponents, I need to give my all even in a preliminary skirmish."

"..."

"I'm going. Cover me."

Well, perhaps the Hero isn't completely thick-headed when it comes to battle.

Anyway.

The point is, for now I wanted to assess how strong those two figures were.

The line was clearly drawn.

Between the land we're standing on, covered simply in ash, and the land stained with blood over many years, creating a distinct color.

The boundary between them was obvious, separated by just a few steps.

So I step forward.

One step.

The two figures still shuffle around aimlessly.

One step.

The chipped and broken sword barely drags along the ground. The ash swirls and clumps together, dropping in thick globs.

One step.

I'm right in front of the line. They still remain indifferent. As if they won't kill us as long as we don't cross over, they just continue shuffling.

And one step.

I crossed the line.

The heads of the two figures, who seemed completely indifferent to everything, turn. Their ash-colored pupils swivel toward us.

The broken sword slowly rises. Filthy water drips from the tattered holy book in the woman's hand.

Screech— Creak—

A sound reaches us. It's quite bizarre.

The distance is still far.

Though we've crossed the line, there are at least fifty steps remaining to the temple.

However.

"Help me."

"What?"

"We'll die."

The Hero says this while already swinging his sword.

With a cracking sound, fissures spread from the center of the Hero's sword.

And then I saw it.

"...Holy shit."

In the distance, the broken sword slowly cuts through the air, and the ashen landscape in my view is severed.

This is beyond mere cracks spreading.

With screeching sounds, it opens wide as if to devour everything—it can't simply be called a crack.

Only then did I realize the severity and swung my sword right next to the Hero. I immediately traced a similar path with my blade beside him.

Ours only make cracking sounds.

I don't know how they create even larger fissures. Moreover, I wonder if we can truly block them.

However, the Hero grips his sword until it creaks and says to me:

"We can block it. Don't be afraid."

"...You bastard. If we die, I'll curse you."

Screech— Screech—

I thrust my sword toward the fissure that keeps making those sounds as it comes at us.

Crack—the fissures collide.

"What the f—!"

The impact makes me curse involuntarily. The strain is worse than when I blocked the Hero's powerful downward strike.

My knees bend backward. My wrists are obviously broken.

I clench my teeth until they break, and blood flows from my eyes just from blocking once.

My whole body feels crushed and trembles. The ground caves in as if gravity has gone strange.

"Nngh...!"

But I'm still blocking it.

Glancing to the side, I see the Hero's eyes are also bloodshot as if about to burst, but he's managing to block it too.

And then.

A new sight unfolds.

I see a swordsman walking through the distant fissure, and in an instant, he appears before us, swinging his sword at my neck.

Ashen eyes stare at me.

A body completely stained ash-gray tilts toward me with screeching sounds.

I'm going to die.

"Focus, Ain."

Crack—

If the Hero's greatsword hadn't bent and swung immediately, I would surely have died.

The eyes that had seemed lifeless and will-less like a corpse before we crossed the line now shine brightly.

The sword continues.

The shabby sword, chipped and broken as if it couldn't serve its purpose, cuts through the air regardless.

Every sword path creates fissures.

Crack—

So facing it head-on is the Hero's role. Even the usually monstrous Hero is being overpowered.

I immediately take position behind and thrust my sword from a blind spot.

With a cracking sound, my sword aims for the exposed nape.

But, perhaps predictably, my sword is blocked.

"Hah...!"

A bizarrely bent and broken hand grabs my blade firmly despite having no line of sight.

Not a single wound appears.

That hand is now made of ash, and the fissures spreading along my blade are filled in.

The captured sword won't budge no matter how much strength I apply.

"No, what is this...!"

As if intending to make it match what it's holding, it snaps my sword with a crack before releasing it.

And while still thrusting its sword at the Hero, it grabs and swings my half-broken blade.

Screeching sounds echo.

So death approaches once more.

The Hero is swinging his sword in an even deeper predicament than mine. The Saint is already coughing blood trying to block the filthy water from the corrupted idol.

So I immediately shouted behind me:

"Asha!!"

At my call, ash swirls, and suddenly my body is outside the line.

The Hero also escapes beyond the drawn line.

"..."

"..."

The attack stops.

As if showing mercy only when we're beyond the line, everything—the relentless sword strikes and the corrupting filthy water that threatened to erase everything—

It all stops instantly, and the fierce gaze directed at us dims.

They resume shuffling like corpses again.

They wander around the temple.

They act as if they're completely different beings from moments ago.

"Phew..."

We all collapsed onto the ash pile and sighed.

I lay down completely on the surprisingly soft ash pile and muttered:

"These ancient bastards... they should have exaggerated the rumors. How could they understate it instead?"

This is beyond the level of a hero single-handedly turning the tide.

This is their level even with the restriction of not crossing the line. This is what they can do with broken bodies and even more damaged swords.

Of course, they're infused with ash, but they only used that power for a brief moment.

So I couldn't even begin to imagine how strong that swordsman was when he defeated the Demon King.

"..."

The preliminary skirmish was over. There's no need to try anything more.

No solution is visible.

There's no proper answer.

I lit a campfire.

"How much food do we have?"

"Hmm... roughly calculating, about two months' worth. If we eat sparingly, we could last twice as long, but that seems inappropriate when we need full strength for battle."

The Saint smiled bitterly as she skewered meat chunks and placed them around the campfire.

Two months.

I don't know if we can defeat those monsters within that time.

To be honest, I don't see any possibility.

"What should we do?"

"..."

No one answers my question.

All I hear is the sizzling of cooking meat.

We need to see even a small possibility to answer, but all we got from the preliminary skirmish was anxiety and impatience that we might fail.

So this depressed atmosphere is inevitable.

I forced a smile and handed out well-cooked meat pieces to the dejected group.

"Well, let's eat first and then think about it."

"Hehe... that's right. Whatever we do, eating well and resting well makes everything better."

The Saint responded, but her expression was uncharacteristically dark.

Meanwhile, the nicely browned meat pieces occasionally twitched.

Ah, this awful visual.

Even in this serious situation, its bizarre movements provide some amusement.

"Even if we fail, they say a well-fed ghost looks better."

"Hey. That's not helpful at all, you know?"

Anyway, that's how it was.

The Saint ate glumly.

The Hero stopped his usual exercise routine and just munched away.

And.

"Asha, here. The caterpillars are cooked too."

"..."

"Asha?"

Asha seemed to be deep in thought about something, as she continued staring toward the temple despite my calls.

Ch.243 - Episode 15. Beyond the Boundary. (3)
# Episode 15. Beyond the Boundary

"Let's give it a try, shall we?"

"Yes. I'll take the lead."

More than a week has already passed. Despite numerous attempts with the Hero, we still haven't found an answer.

The only hope we're clinging to now is Asha's magic, which has been etching geometric patterns into the ashes all week long.

Dense.

When I glance down, those patterns are everywhere.

With only minimal rest, she's been drawing them continuously, and now they begin to glow faintly at my signal.

Behind me, I can hear Asha chanting magical language.

The Saint kneels in prayer while the Hero and I step forward.

"You remember the plan, right?"

"Stop treating me like an idiot. We'll handle the first Hero, Rua will hold off the first Saint, and we'll finish them with magic all at once."

That's roughly the plan.

Last night, we decided to first bombard them with magic. We determined that simply crossing swords and trying to defeat them head-on would be practically impossible.

"Wow, you're so smart."

"I'm letting you talk back because we need to defeat the Demon King, but once this is over, be prepared."

"...I'm sorry."

While the Hero and I banter, the geometric patterns being inscribed in the air have filled almost to the edge of the drawn line.

And then.

The two figures who had been staggering like corpses as long as they didn't cross the line suddenly turn their heads toward us.

As if even this level of magic is a nuisance to them, one raises a broken sword while the other opens a tattered scripture.

From the looks of it, they intend to cut through the magic circle.

Seeing this, I immediately kick off the ground.

"No, that bastard...! Let's run!"

"I'll go first."

The Hero also kicks off, burning both mana and divine power, instantly rushing ahead to swing his greatsword at the swordsman.

The grinding sound—grrrrk—echoes far.

Fortunately, the two figures who had been looking toward the magic circle now turn their attention to the Hero.

Screech—

The broken straight sword bends in a grotesque direction, and the filthy water flowing from the tattered scripture becomes a wave crashing toward the Hero.

A crack opens along the broken sword.

Like before, I leave the wave of filthy water to the Saint and focus on blocking that sword strike.

Screech—grrrrk—krrrrrk—

The bizarre sounds that occur when space cracks become even more unpleasant as they clash together.

"Nngh...!"

"..."

Besides, blocking and enduring this head-on feels like I might actually explode and die, no matter how many times I've experienced it.

Crack—krrrk—

If there's any difference from last time, it's that the two figures aren't separated but staying close together.

The first Saint is within sword-striking distance.

Perhaps that's a weakness.

So while using all my strength to block the crack, I speak to the Hero.

"Ugh...! Can you, hold on alone?"

"...I'll try."

At my words, the Hero immediately burns all his divine power and mana to push back with his greatsword.

"Hah... crazy bastard."

"Just for a moment...! Hurry...!!"

It's truly impressive that he can push back even for an instant.

Thinking this, I twist my body.

I turn my sword, which had been fixed in place blocking the crack, and slip past the swordsman.

The filthy water flowing from the tattered scripture is also being blocked by the Saint's prayers.

They really are protagonists.

It's a scene that confirms what all those books said—that they have the greatest talent in history, except for the first generation.

Thanks to them, I can clearly see an opening.

I thrust my sword.

The swordsman's hand, which had been crossing swords with the Hero, reaches out and tears my shoulder, but it wasn't my sword arm, so I can afford to give up that much.

The eyes of the woman who must have once been great glow with an ashen malice, but her actions are being hindered by the Saint.

Grrrrrrk—the sound echoes.

I pierce through the defensive barrier of mixed ash and filthy water. The bones in my sword arm are being crushed, but that's fine.

"Hnngh!"

Thunk—

At last, my sword plunges deep into where her heart should be.

The woman stares blankly at the sword, then coughs—kuluk.

But what flows out isn't blood. The filthy water that had been flowing from the scripture drips down the corner of her mouth.

The corner of her mouth rises slightly.

Ash bursts out—puhwak—from where the sword is embedded.

"Ha..."

In other words, it was a weakness, yet not a weakness.

A disaster that has persisted for thousands of years wouldn't reveal a simple vulnerability.

But what I did wasn't in vain either.

The magic circle that had already spread beyond the line is now glowing and activating.

Neither the swordsman with the broken sword nor the woman with the tattered scripture can stop the magic before it's cast, so it was worth doing.

A meteor shower pours down from the sky.

My body floats up as if gravity has gone strange, and chains emerge to bind the limbs of the two figures.

Of course, such interference is only effective for a moment, but when dealing with beings like them, even creating a moment's gap is invaluable.

The Hero blocks the crack created by the swordsman, and I block the ash pouring from the woman.

We endure, and endure more.

We thrust our swords to prevent them from having time to block Asha's magic.

When the massive meteor shower approaches right before our eyes, Asha transfers our bodies away.

They collide.

Without being blocked by swords, without being stopped by filthy water, they make contact.

KWAAAANG—

A massive explosion occurs, and before its light fades, the next spell is already being cast.

"Ah, hear me."

"Desperate breaths, miserable screams, sorrowful cries."

It's the remnant of a once-great archmage.

Something passed down and inherited.

"Ah, help me."

"Unintended fate, unchosen path, fallen conclusion."

Without proper mana stones, we used makeshift ones created over the past week, but they fall into place with a thud.

They resonate with a humming sound.

"Ah."

"Grant a miracle so that we may not succumb."

"So that with mere human wishes, we may defy fate for a moment."

"So that with mere human prayers, a new current may begin."

"Ah, grant us a miracle."

Unlike when Selina activated it, it's not brilliant.

Ash swirls around. Perhaps it's even dreary.

"Please."

"Grant us a reprieve of time."

Nevertheless, the interior of the boundary, which had been dark, brightens.

Light spreads.

From the magic circle in the sky, light pours down, illuminating the two figures who had become disasters.

And so.

The light that had filled our vision gradually disperses.

Asha slowly descends from the air to stand on the ground, breathing heavily as if unleashing all those spells at once had been taxing.

What we see are the swordsman and woman, completely battered and sealed in the center of the mana stones.

It seems the plan worked, at least for now.

"Haah..."

With that thought, I collapse and sigh, and the Saint treats my torn arms. The healing is quite slow, probably because her divine power is depleted.

Asha, pale from overexertion, buries her face in my chest.

Looking to the side, I see the Hero with both arms half-torn and dangling. He can't heal himself either, seemingly out of mana and divine power.

So.

Everyone's condition is serious. The swordsman and woman were truly insane, and we nearly died several times.

However, I found it strange that they couldn't be defeated for thousands of years.

"So now we just need to deal with the two sealed people...?"

Crack—

And there was the answer.

The answer to my question.

Ash and filthy water flow from the temple. Whitish patterns glow on the ash-covered walls of the temple.

"Damn it...!"

Cracks appear in the time prison Asha created. With cracking sounds, the hastily made mana stones begin to break one by one.

So.

The Hero and I jump up and raise our swords with our still-damaged arms, but a voice comes through.

"Ah... I understand now. I kept thinking something was strange, but now I think I get it. Don't go that way. We need to go back outside the line."

"Asha...? What are you saying all of a sudden?"

She speaks while frowning at the temple, slowly stepping backward.

"That temple is a massive circuit maintained for the curse. As long as the temple is maintained, those two won't die."

"What...?"

Meanwhile, the seal is almost broken.

The swordsman's arm breaks the chains and raises the broken sword. Filthy water begins to flow again from the tattered scripture.

"It's covered in ash so it's hard to see clearly, but I can make out some of those patterns."

"Then perhaps..."

"I can't know for certain, but that's probably the circuit that keeps producing the ash. Along with various other things mixed in."

She pulls my arm, saying this operation has failed.

"We need to destroy the temple first. Both our order and method were wrong."

"..."

Ashen eyes are glowing.

Asha's eyes continue to focus on the temple.
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There are remains.

After days of continuous battle, they gradually reveal themselves between the accumulated layers of ash.

In the cracks caused by sword paths, in the widely spreading sewage, in the afterimages we leave as we strike back.

As the dull piles of ash that have accumulated over the ages are peeled away layer by layer, gradually excavated bit by bit, they finally become visible.

Those who died hoping for another chance.

Some died clutching swords and shields. Others died holding what must have been fragments of holy books.

Some gripped arrow shafts with only the tips remaining, while others died empty-handed.

All those who arrived here with grand dreams never made it back alive.

Thus.

Countless remains are revealed as battles continue one after another.

The ground we walk on is entirely made of remains. Where the ash has completely blown away, all that's left to step on are pure white bone fragments.

Considering the ancient remains that have already completely rotted away, this might just be the tip of the iceberg.

And we continue forward, trampling over them.

The bone fragments crushed underfoot crumble with a crackling sound after weathering for ages.

While I was lost in these scattered thoughts.

I noticed the holy light the Saint had shot into the sky.

It was a signal.

*Pat-*

I immediately drew my sword and planted my foot.

The sky splits open in the direction where the Hero, who crossed the line first among us, would be, and a *kigigik-* sound reaches my ears.

Next, a massive sewage wave rises as high as the temple from the direction where the Saint is positioned.

This was yet another new attempt.

Having realized it's impossible to defeat those two disasters first, we prioritized attacking the temple, choosing methods that might be somewhat risky.

Plans like digging through the ash piles to infiltrate deep underground or using Asha's magic to fly to the temple had failed.

Whether it detects movement or not, sword strikes inevitably fly and sewage flows as soon as we cross the line, making restricted movement even more dangerous.

The idea of using teleportation to transfer instantly was also impossible.

A large crack would open at the destination position first, creating a high risk of being split apart immediately after teleporting.

So this time, four people are attempting an attack from different directions.

The wider the angle, the bigger the gaps should be, so while the Hero and Saint handle the two disasters, Asha and I planned to try destroying the temple from two other directions.

*Kigigik-*

*Kwaaaang-*

All sorts of thunderous sounds continue to come from each direction.

I calculate the timing as I dash forward, and magic is already pouring toward the temple from Asha's direction.

The distance from the drawn line to the temple is quite far, taking some time for an ordinary swordsman.

"Hup...!"

As the temple wall suddenly appears right before me, I immediately swing my sword with a *ppudeuk-* sound.

*Geureuk- geugeureuk-*

Though still weak, when swung with all my might, it can split a building wall.

Thinking this, I slashed at one side of the ash-covered temple wall, and a crack left a long afterimage along the sword path.

The covering ash scatters with a *huk-* sound along the sword path.

The temple must have been pure white before being covered in ash, as what's revealed are dark geometric patterns on a white wall.

"Damn it..."

However, the problem is that despite the long sword path, only the ash has scattered.

*Geugeureuk-*

Not a single mark was engraved on the temple wall.

Even when I swing again with all my might to cut through the wall, even the crack created by my swing is swallowed up with a *kkulleong-* sound.

It's one obstacle after another.

Just when I think I've found a new answer through persistent effort, it gets denied again.

Moreover.

*Kigik- keugiigik-*

That unpleasant thunderous sound that had been coming from far away on the completely opposite side now came from right behind me.

A crack opens right in front of me, and in the hand reaching through it is a rather familiar arm, torn off.

Its eyes glow ashen.

Ash drips from the broken sword, extending a sword path toward me.

And.

Before that sword could touch me, my body was transferred by Asha.

"Hah..., huh. Whew.... Thanks, Asha."

"I'm sorry. I should have come to get you sooner, but sewage came rushing in."

"No, you saved my life."

Behind Asha as she speaks are the Hero with both arms torn off and the Saint, covered in blood after blocking the sewage alone.

Day 20 of our subjugation attempt.

We still haven't accomplished anything.

As always, we lit a campfire.

The sparks crackled and flew in all directions, and the meat chunks and larvae stuck around it were browning nicely.

Meanwhile.

"Umm..., we have a problem."

"What's the problem?"

The Saint, uncharacteristically powerless, poked at the kindling and spoke.

"Actually, I packed two months' worth of food, but we're almost out of wood for campfires. About three days' worth left."

"Hmm."

"I didn't think the inside of the boundary would be this barren. It's my mistake. I'm sorry."

She's dejected.

Even someone who had been wearing a bright smile all along is now apologizing with a downcast expression, seeing no answer to the situation.

Today, both the Hero and Saint were severely injured, which made it even worse.

So I replied in a tone suggesting it was no big deal.

"Well, it's fine. We still have the carriage, so if we dismantle it and use it sparingly, we can probably use it for about two more weeks."

"But you said before that was expensive.... The Hero would throw a fit even if it just hit a rock...."

What use is an expensive carriage if we die?

Of course, I did buy it with trembling hands, but we've used it for quite a while now, so it's time to replace it.

"It wasn't quite a fit, and when we return after the subjugation, the Emperor will surely give us a better carriage."

"..., Hehe. Thanks for the comfort."

After I casually brushed it off, the Saint finally relaxed her expression a bit.

She's a strong person, but quite tender-hearted.

Besides, if we're being honest, we've been trapped for 20 days without finding an answer, so all of our spirits were breaking.

Except for Asha alone.

Whether it's because she's lived her whole life controlling her emotions, or because she's still busy looking for answers, her expression remains calm.

While the Hero, the Saint, and even I were becoming gloomy, Asha was still observing the temple and the two disasters.

"Anyway, it would be better to smoke the remaining meat and larvae. Asha, take everything out except for two weeks' worth."

"Yes, Ain."

Asha flicked her fingers to bring out the meat chunks and larvae.

Then, with another flick of her fingers, a makeshift stand for smoking appeared over the campfire with a *tudak-* sound.

"Hmm, truly the essential employee of Ain Corporation."

"..., Don't call me by such an unpleasant title, Ain."

Finding my words ridiculous, Asha frowned and poked my side with a *kuk-* sound.

Of course, while doing so, she was still neatly arranging the meat chunks and larvae on the smoking stand as I had asked.

Anyway.

We chewed on the fully cooked meat chunks while blankly staring at the temple.

Part of the massive temple wall had been revealed.

What was engraved on the wall, exposed as the ash scattered, were all sorts of patterns and designs that I couldn't understand.

The Hero and Saint weren't magicians either, so they couldn't understand such complexly intertwined circuits.

However, there was one person who understood them.

"What's revealed now is the circuit for the massive barrier surrounding the demon race's territory. And there are also circuits for the magic protecting that temple."

With one hand holding a skewer with larvae on it, she nodded her head and chewed, apparently finding it delicious, as she explained.

"Can you disable it?"

"Hmm..., I can't. The circuits are too old, so while I understand them to some extent, I don't understand them perfectly enough to safely disable them."

Around her, large sheets of paper were floating in the air, with a pen hovering and copying the circuits onto them.

"..., So there's no way?"

"I could try making some modifications, but... at my level, I can only make minor changes that would just waste time without much meaning."

"..."

She said that even if she modified the barrier covering the demon race's territory, the only changes would be slight variations in temperature or wind strength.

No matter how much she modified the protective magic surrounding the temple, it would all be restored before we could destroy it.

She was now wearing round glasses.

I think she got those from Selina too. Thanks to them, she looked similar to the future Asha I saw at the Bercio ruins.

In other words.

"The two disasters are immortal..., destroying the temple is impossible."

She was the only magician among us.

"So shall we start by cleaning the temple walls? The circuits on the walls seem like the first step to finding an answer."

A magician is someone who continues to explore and research even when no answer is in sight.

While all of us were becoming depressed, she alone raised the corners of her lips in a slight smile.
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One month into our extermination attempt.

Having used half of our allotted time, we're still focused on removing the ash clinging to the temple walls.

Though we decided to do this ten nights ago, the reason we're still at it is because it takes time to recharge our physical strength, divine power, or mana.

"Did you know?"

"What is it, Saint?"

The barrier surrounding the entire territory of the demon race, the black boundary covered by the Demon King, and various other things.

They're all unreasonable things for humans, so the time it takes for our powers to naturally replenish has been considerably delayed compared to normal.

Except for Asha, of course.

Perhaps because she was born with ash-gray, her magic has actually become more powerful here. Her recovery speed is also remarkably faster.

So, we thought that Asha might play the most crucial role in exterminating these things.

Anyway, in the midst of all this.

Judging that spreading out in all directions with each person taking one side would risk someone dying, we're attempting it in pairs of two.

Thus, the Hero and Asha are facing the Seed of Disaster with the broken sword, while the Saint and I are dealing with the one holding the tattered scripture.

"Is it just me, or is your tone getting increasingly unpleasant? Should I chalk it up to my imagination? Ain, I can't hit you after all."

"Oh, what a fantastic Hero-fantasy duo we make. So what is it?"

The Saint, trying to conserve her limited divine power, spoke while running beside me with a mace in hand.

"Did you know that when a Hero and Saint cross into demon territory, a new Hero and Saint are selected within six months to a year at most?"

"I figured as much."

If we weren't here, that statement would have piqued my curiosity quite a bit. I would have certainly engaged in various conversations to satisfy my curiosity.

Unfortunately, the current situation is what it is.

Right now, sewage is flowing down before our eyes.

Ash swirls all around, obscuring the scenery and trying to erase us.

"It's almost as if the next Hero and Saint inherit the death of their predecessors. Since we only have two months' worth of food, we might set a record for the shortest time if we fail, don't you think?"

"If you're going to keep talking nonsense, how about blocking that sewage first?"

My eyes rapidly scan around, identifying ash pouring from everywhere, and I frantically connect sword paths to cut it all down.

"That's something you should block, Ain. I need to conserve my divine power right now."

"Ah... you're worse than the Hero."

The Saint smiles brightly even in this situation.

She only swings her mace to deflect ash that might reach her, then begins to pray.

It can't be helped.

Our goal isn't to exterminate the Seed of Disaster but to reveal the temple walls.

It's more efficient to clear away the ash with one wide-spreading spell than with my repeated sword strikes.

I immediately kick off the ground and move forward.

I dive toward the sewage that has transformed into a wave trying to engulf us.

If you touch the sewage, you dissolve instantly. Not even your human form remains.

You melt, flow down, spread widely on the ground, solidify, get covered in ash, and are trampled—that's all.

Every moment is the boundary of death.

The moment you cross the drawn line, it turns into a death trap, filled with nothing but mortal danger.

And.

"Hup!"

To put it differently, it becomes a foundation for rapid growth.

Perhaps the Hero's nonsense about growing in life-threatening situations wasn't entirely wrong, as both the Hero and I have advanced a step forward.

I take my stance and draw my sword lengthwise toward the wave.

Crack- Crack-crack-

Though I thought my limit was creating only thin cracks that tear along my sword, the bizarre sound continued and then changed.

Screech- Screech-

It made a sound similar to any swordsman who could easily open large cracks even with a broken sword.

Screeeech-

Though still insufficient to force my way through like the crazy swordsman who must be crossing swords with the Hero on the other side.

If I swing my sword until my arms feel like they'll break off, I can block even sewage like this.

With that thought, I connected sword paths over and over.

The Saint's prayer is almost complete. All that's needed is for her massive divine power to strike the temple wall once her prayer ends.

My connected sword paths weave like a net, piercing through the sewage, and with a splash, the wave splits, revealing the temple.

So, as my sword path ends, the Saint steps forward.

"...punishment upon them."

The final phrase of her prayer is uttered from her lips.

Whoosh-

Light floods forth.

It burns through the approaching black sewage and violently strikes the temple wall that was completely covered in ash.

The ash scatters.

The intertwined circuits on one side of the wall are revealed.

Though they're things we don't understand, it's a sight that can be comprehended even without understanding.

Hundreds of circuits intertwine, twist, and tangle with each other, clearly engraved in a complex manner.

There's nothing incorrect in the ancient records.

The Demon King truly sought to become a god, and the first Hero truly created a sword strike capable of wiping out armies.

"Ha... how can rumors be without exaggeration."

"Indeed. Let's retreat for now."

I muttered that and stepped back, then ran beyond the line to avoid the ash and sewage that poured down again through the momentary gap.

Still.

Little by little, we're moving forward.

And so.

It was ten more days later when we finally removed all the ash clinging to the temple walls.

With that, we had only about 20 days left before our food supplies ran out completely.

Asha transferred the circuits engraved on each wall onto several large sheets of paper, bigger than mats.

"Asha, how long do you think it will take?"

"I need some time to dismantle and analyze them. Finding circuits that can help immediately or provide a solution is the priority."

Her eyes moved incessantly.

In fact, while the rest of us were resting and sleeping, Asha had been continuously analyzing the circuits without taking a single day off.

Behind her were piles of crumpled papers that she deemed not immediately helpful.

"Asha, wouldn't it be better to rest a little?"

"No."

"...you'll die from overwork before we even get to the extermination."

Although Asha's recovery speed was faster here, she hadn't rested once in over two weeks, so her eyes were already dark underneath and bloodshot.

Nevertheless, even in this state, she looks at me and raises the corners of her mouth in a smile.

"Ain, you promised, didn't you? That you'd protect me even if I die."

"I also answered that it's not romantic at all."

At my response, she bursts into laughter and quickly tells me to go to sleep.

"Go to sleep now."

"...alright."

Her hands never stop.

Not only that, but dozens of pens floating in the air don't stop either.

Except for briefly looking at me, she's only exploring the various paper bundles floating around her.

I stared blankly at the scene before falling asleep.

The next day.

Except for Asha, who was busy dismantling and analyzing the circuits left by the Demon King, the three of us stood before the two Seeds of Disaster again to find any gap.

With only about two weeks left, we needed to do something that could help even a little.

If there's anything fortunate, it's that during the past month and more, both the Hero and I have achieved quite steep growth, making it somewhat easier to deal with the Seeds of Disaster.

"Can you hold it off alone for a bit?"

"...what?"

Of course, that doesn't mean I can hold it off alone.

"Try holding it off. I want to analyze its pattern."

"Why don't you just hold a funeral for me?"

I can't tell if the Hero trusts my skills or just wants to use me as a guinea pig.

"You can hold out for at least a minute, can't you?"

"That thing? Me?"

"...just hold out if I tell you to. Do as you're told. Your problem is that you always talk too much."

"You're a bastard till the end."

So I cursed thickly and stepped forward.

Well, considering he's suddenly assigning me a role he hasn't entrusted before, he must have judged that I won't die even if I face it alone.

Step-

The moment I cross that drawn line.

The swirling gaze, the crack that immediately forms with a screech as it's raised, and the crazy sight of a sword being thrust at my neck through the crack.

"Guh!"

I'm seriously scared to death of all of it.

Screech- Crack-

As soon as I parry the broken sword swung at my neck, my body is pushed backward.

Unlike me, who needs to take a stance and swing to create cracks, every one of its sword strikes tears through space.

"Hey, you son of a—!"

Crack-

Crackle- Screech-

Hold out for a minute, he said?

He's such a bastard.

Moreover, the Hero is really observing the Seed's sword path like he's studying it.

He's just watching me getting thrashed in real-time while only blocking and deflecting the sewage flowing from the tattered scripture.

I gritted my teeth and connected my sword.

Each time I block, my body floats in the air. There's no time to take a proper stance, so the distortion I create is minimal.

I'm just barely pouring out everything I've learned and mastered throughout my life to block and block again.

Barely holding out for 10 seconds, extending it to 20 seconds.

Crack-

"Hah... I really think I'm going to die here...!"

As I hold out for 30 seconds, 40 seconds, there's a moment when my vision seems to clear.

My heart pounds wildly, and somehow my emotions seem to intensify.

Screech-

By now, my sword, swung from an improper stance, makes such a sound.

When you struggle frantically not to die, you end up swinging your sword mindlessly.

Ash swirls around.

I see a way to survive.

"Ugh... hah...!"

I sacrifice one arm and leave a long sword mark on the Seed's body.

Sewage and ash splash, but I reacted and avoided it to some extent.

50 seconds.

My thigh, which was finally touched, is crushed and melting.

The arm holding the sword trembles. My shoulder feels like it's broken. Still, I continue to swing the sword.

Screech- Screeeech-

Such roaring sounds come from our swords, and as they clash, with a booming explosion, my body is thrown far away.

As I'm thrown far beyond the line, the Seed's sword immediately stops.

It opens a crack and goes inside, then returns to the vicinity of the temple.

One minute.

I held out.

So, as I lie on the ash heap with my battered body, gasping for breath, there's one bastard approaching me.

As always, he approaches me with what seems like a praising expression and speaks.

"See? I told you... you could do it..."

More precisely, he was about to say that but stopped and opened his eyes wide.

I don't understand why he's looking at me with such eyes.

Getting severely injured has become an everyday occurrence for me.
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The Hero is watching cautiously.

The Saint approached to heal him, and with a surprised expression similar to the Hero's, she explained the reason.

"This... sounds impossible. One of your eyes has turned ash-colored."

"Uh... what... Huh?"

One of my eyes had turned ash-colored.

"Ain, your eye has turned ash-colored right now. Not completely, about halfway...?"

"Is that even possible...?"

"Hmm, I don't know either. I've never heard of ash color being transferable."

Even as the Saint, this seems to be her first time witnessing such a phenomenon. She keeps biting her lip while healing my body.

Her expression is deliberately serious.

She seems to be trying to understand exactly what's happening here.

I did feel something strange when I blocked the Sword of Disaster. My heart was pounding wildly. I think my emotions became intense for a moment.

While blocking and countering the rift alone, I felt like I had grown somehow.

So, it turns out that wasn't exactly growth after all.

And.

While I was in a daze, the Saint finished her healing.

After quickly examining my now-healed body, she bombarded me with questions.

"Um... how are your symptoms? Do you feel anything or does anything hurt? Oh, did you have any adverse reactions to my holy power during the healing?"

"I feel so fucking pissed that I can't control this emotion and need to beat the shit out of that bastard."

I don't particularly feel pain or anything else. There's no immediate rejection of holy power either.

"Well, fortunately you seem normal for now."

"This is not normal at all."

So I told the Saint who was busy examining my body all over.

Well.

To be honest, I'm still not sure.

Of course, I do want to beat up the Hero, but it's not like my anger is boiling over.

When I wave my hand like Asha does, no ash powder scatters, and I don't feel any mana in my body.

However.

The Hero, uncharacteristically fidgeting nervously while watching me and the Saint, muttered quietly.

"...It's not my fault."

"You, you bastard..."

I think I can feel some anger at this.

That jerk, he should be on his knees begging for forgiveness, yet he's saying something like that.

"No, but..."

"No buts, you piece of shit. I want to become a disaster now. Come here, I'll taint you too."

I jumped up and approached the Hero. His face is uncharacteristically filled with panic.

"I'm sorry. But just listen to me."

"It's too late. If you don't let me hit you right now, I'm switching sides and picking up a sword."

Is this the anger of ash, or am I just naturally angry?

I'm not sure, but I'm just fucking pissed.

Even without ash powder scattering, I raised my fist, filled with the desire to beat up the Hero.

"..."

"What, no response? Well then, from now on it's a 3 vs 3 team fight. Let's play fair."

"...Hit me."

Got you, you bastard.

I immediately planted my fist in the Hero's face.

SMACK-

With that satisfying sound, my anger subsided a little.

I uppercut his jaw with all my might, and even the mighty Hero groaned "Urgh-" and collapsed.

Of course, it didn't end with just one hit.

Only after hitting him many more times did I finally feel relieved and get up.

And so.

We headed toward Asha, who was still busy analyzing the circuit.

Surely the shouting and the sounds of the Hero getting beaten must have reached here, but she remained focused with her head down.

So I carefully called out to her.

"...Asha."

"Yes, Ain. Did you find out something... Huh?"

Asha immediately looked up at my call, but when she saw my ash-colored appearance, her eyes widened.

"Well, um... Somehow I ended up like this."

"Is that even possible?"

"If even you don't know, then nobody does..."

She stood up abruptly from among the piles of paper surrounding her and approached me.

Like a primitive human witnessing something amazing, she examined my body all over with fascination, staring intently at my eye that had turned ash-colored.

In other words, she didn't look particularly worried.

"Oh... hmm, oh~"

"What? Why aren't you worried? I told you I've been tainted by ash..."

"So now we're an ash couple? Is this what people call couple outfits?"

"..."

No, Asha, Asha.

I'm seriously concerned, but what are you saying?

"It's okay, Ain. If worse comes to worst, we can just turn the whole world ash-colored. If everyone becomes ash-colored, at least there won't be discrimination."

"...That's completely wrong."

I lightly bonked Asha's head as she looked up at me with curiosity.

I understand she's tired from researching without sleep, but this nonsense needs to stop.

Anyway.

"I think you might have been affected quickly because you don't have mana or holy power, but I don't think it's a serious problem right now."

"So I'm okay?"

Asha examined me with quite serious eyes, unlike before, and said so.

"Still, I can't be certain. There haven't been any cases of ash being transferred until now."

"So I'm not okay?"

Judging by her not-so-serious expression despite saying she couldn't be certain, it didn't seem to be an immediate serious problem.

"Maybe it's because you ate ash powder, but why are you being like this, Ain? Just be quiet for a bit."

"..."

I feel hurt.

I wonder if this overwhelming feeling of hurt is due to the ash's influence.

"Anyway, most of the problems we're facing will naturally be resolved once we deal with the temple and the two disasters. The answer to Ain's condition will probably be among them."

"What if it can't be resolved..."

"Then you just live while taking suppressants. If you don't like that, I can teach you techniques for controlling emotions. Don't worry."

"...Alright."

It's frustrating that I can't complain about being tainted by ash and feeling sad in front of someone who is literally ash-colored herself.

So I sighed deeply, and Asha grabbed my hand firmly and spoke.

"But thanks to this, I think I've found a way."

"How on earth...?"

"I mean about ash being transferable. The fact that such a phenomenon occurs means there must be a circuit related to that part."

Asha said this while examining several pieces of paper floating in the air.

As someone who doesn't understand magic or curses well, I can't even begin to imagine what difference finding this circuit would make.

"I don't really understand."

"Hmm, just think of it as one more potential solution being added."

As I tilted my head in confusion, she looked at me and smiled kindly.

"Umm... is that so?"

"Yes. Trust me, Ain. I'll work hard to make everything happen the way you want."

I have no idea what she's thinking.

I just trust her because she tells me to.

And.

"So why does that person's face look like that?"

"I beat the shit out of him. I think my eye turning ash-colored is because of that jerk."

The Hero was sitting quietly with his face bruised and swollen all over.

He looks like he has a lot to say, but he's keeping his mouth shut, perhaps out of some conscience.

"What?"

"...I didn't say anything."

"Ah, trying to make me angry again."

Seeing that face makes my anger rise again.

Thinking this, I got up and approached the Hero.

"Come on, I already apologized."

"Your disrespectful attitude makes me want to become a disaster."

"...You're really going crazy."

What can I do?

I might go crazy too if I'm not careful.

In other words.

Day by day, I became more tainted.

The ash color that flickered while half-dyeing one eye gradually consumed me more and more as time passed.

Both of my eyes turned ash-colored.

It seems this isn't a normal case after all, as even my fingernails are gradually turning dull ash color.

Unlike the beginning when I was just joking around, my emotions really did surge occasionally.

"Sigh... let me hit you just once."

"Stop it."

All kinds of emotions kept rising and falling repeatedly, making me newly appreciate how amazing Asha is.

It seems impossible to suppress and endure these emotions.

"You won't let me hit you...? I, I think I'm going to cry. Wow, I really feel sad...?"

"I'm really going to go crazy. Is there really no way to solve this?"

When the Hero resisted getting hit for a moment, tears started streaming down my face. Anger and sadness mixed together, making my heart pound.

Plus, ash powder scatters occasionally.

Even though I still don't feel mana, when my emotions surge, ash powder scatters slightly.

I'm starting to empathize with ash.

"Just let me hit you once. I think it'll make me feel better."

"You say 'once' but you hit me dozens of times a day."

"Isn't it amazing that I can restrain myself to just dozens of hits a day? Just let me hit you, damn it!"

I've come to admire Asha who has endured all these feelings from childhood until now.

It seems impossible that she's been holding back just because she believed my words.

"Use that anger as fuel for exercise."

"Wow, shit. Hearing that makes me even angrier. I'm really going to lose it."

I thought this while trying hard to suppress my constantly fluctuating emotions.

It's quite frightening to gradually go insane while being fully aware of it.

Still.

In the end, planting my fist in the Hero's face made breathing much easier.
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I remember.

"I think I've found it, a way to solve this situation."

"Really?"

I remember the end of a woman who would have eventually brought down the city as a disaster and met her end.

Though most memories have faded with time, that one still remains vivid.

"Yes, I've found the circuit we need. I can't completely decode the circuit, but I can modify and revise it a bit."

"Hmm, so..."

The ending of that ash-colored girl who struggled to survive in the filthy alleys of the Imperial capital is impossible to forget.

For reasons unknown to me, she screamed and shrieked, spitting blood, yet somehow tried to extract one more thing while wallowing in the mud—that final story remains clear.

"If I just modify this circuit that supplies infinite ash to the two disasters, we can defeat them."

"Is that really possible so easily?"

The image of the Ash-colored Witch from the novel overlaps with the woman smiling brightly before me.

Clearly the same, yet also different.

"Ain."

"Yes."

"Do you believe me?"

The woman who should have met her end cursing the world is now looking at something else.

"...That's not a reassuring way to start."

"I just need to modify the recipient of the supply. I just need a vessel to transfer the ash into."

She looks at me.

"So what exactly are you trying to say..."

"I'll do it."

She speaks while looking directly into my eyes.

"...What?"

"I'll become the vessel for the ash."

The witch who was meant to be a disaster finally seeks to become a hero.



To explain.

Asha said she had found a solution.

"You... you. What... are you saying...?"

"I'll modify that circuit and become the vessel for the ash. After that, if we defeat the two disasters, they won't be able to rise again."

Perhaps because the ash was spreading, my emotions surged wildly as she continued speaking.

"Don't say such nonsense."

"If I modify the circuit and transfer the endlessly generated ash and sewage into me as a new vessel, we can eliminate those two. Then it will truly be over."

Regardless of whether her proposal was reasonable, my emotions were boiling.

My face contorted and ash burst forth.

"Asha."

"And after that, if we attack the temple last, we can get out alive, Ain."

Somehow I had even developed mana in those few days, and ash-colored mana fluctuated with my emotions as she spoke.

"...Asha."

"Ain, I'm not saying I'm going to die. I can survive. I'll live and leave with you."

Despite everything, Asha remained remarkably calm.

"Don't... lie...!!"

"Trust me, Ain."

While I, having absorbed the ash, couldn't even control a single emotion and was in turmoil, she just smiled gently.

"..."

"Trust me. I can handle it because I was born from ash."

She's always listened to me before, but now when this moment comes, she won't listen at all.

"Why."

"I promised you, Ain. I said I would protect you no matter what. You taught me that promises must be kept."

She speaks of her solitary promise to protect me even if it costs her life.

Damn it, she's pulling out the things she learned from me as a child.

She smiles softly.

Behind her is a pile of papers, and in her hand is just one circuit.



Asha is engraving the circuit onto her own body.

"I should do it instead..."

"You wouldn't be able to accept it since you weren't born from ash."

She was slowly engraving the same circuit from the pile of papers she had been waving around onto her chest.

"...But now that I've become ash, wouldn't it work?"

"What are you saying? You're not even properly stabilized. You wouldn't just go berserk—you'd explode and die, Ain."

The Hero and the Saint turned around.

With bitter expressions, they looked at Asha and me, then moved away a bit, telling us to continue our conversation.

"There could be another way."

"We have less than a week's worth of food left. Isn't it a bit unrealistic to try to find another solution with just about a week left?"

Nothing she said was wrong.

As she said, time was desperately short, and we hadn't found a suitable solution.

"...Maybe I should have kept living in the Empire instead of going on this journey."

"I wonder. Even if we had, my identity would have been exposed eventually, and then Rendo, Rein, Zuben, and many others would have been in danger too."

"..."

Asha is the only one who remains calm in this situation.

While my hands are trembling as I try to suppress my complicated emotions, she calmly continues engraving the circuit.

It's the same circuit, yet slightly different.

In the parts she modified and revised, the names of the two disasters have been replaced with the name "Asha."

As she continued engraving the circuit, Asha looked at me.

With a bright smile and a rather proud face, she spoke to me.

"This might be a variable even the Demon King couldn't have predicted. One of the disasters he created joining the Hero and Saint on their journey."

"...I'm dying of anxiety right now."

She's right that this would be a variable the Demon King couldn't have predicted. Even I think Asha's existence was indeed an unexpected variable.

I suddenly thought that perhaps the original ending of the novel wouldn't have been so good.

"It's okay. Don't worry."

"Sigh... I can't help but worry..."


Regardless, I can't help but worry about her.

"You confirmed I was alive and well in the Bercio ruins, so why are you like this, Ain?"

"The past we saw in the ruins is confirmed, but the future isn't. It's just one possibility."

People who should have lived die, and people who should have died live. Landscapes that should have continued crumble, and landscapes that should have crumbled face different outcomes.

The future can be completely overturned by even the smallest problem.

That's how everything can change.

"Don't worry. I plan to survive and live with you for the rest of my life."

"Sigh..."

"Ain, I've finished engraving the circuit. Let's get ready now."

Whether she didn't understand my concerns or not, Asha had already finished engraving the circuit and stood up.

As usual, she poked my side and smiled brightly.



And so.

After engraving the circuit on her body, Asha began explaining to us.

"Right now, the temple's circuit is connected to the two disasters. For my circuit to activate, we first need to break that connection."

"So what do we need to do?"

In response to the Hero's question, she pointed at the two disasters staggering around the temple.

"It's simple. Just do what you've been doing."

"Keep the two disasters away from me while I modify the circuit engraved on the temple to connect with me."

The plan was actually simple.

We would hold off the disaster's sword and sewage while Asha modified the circuit engraved on the temple walls.

"Ha, you really seem like the leader here."

"Then please tell the Emperor about that later. Tell him that under my direct command, we were able to defeat the Demon King, so I should be granted a mansion as large as the palace and a comparable position."

Following the Hero's comment about Asha seeming like a leader came a gentle smile and a rather cheeky response.


And then.

The Hero nodded at her words.

"I will do so. A hero deserves such a reward."

He stepped forward, raising his large sword.

I also raised my sword beside him, and ash gently swirled around.

Step-

I took a step forward.

The line grew closer, and the staggering movements of the two figures suddenly stopped.

As if sensing something unusual, they turned their heads toward us and raised their sword and holy book even before we crossed the line.

Step-

I walked forward, trampling the newly accumulated ash.

Step-

I crossed the long-drawn line, now as if familiar with it.


And so it begins.

As always, with a creaking sound, the disaster's straight sword shot out from the opening crack.

"I'll go first."

The Hero charged forward, parrying it first.

Clang-

Creak- Crack-

And I also ran to his side, swinging my sword toward the swordsman's neck.

"I'll join in."

Ash swirls around.

The cracks that open with creaking sounds are filled with ash.

The Saint's light pours down, and the disaster's sewage becomes a wave.

In between, a beautiful woman can be seen leaping over them and heading straight for the temple.


So.

I don't know how many rounds this is, but at least one thing was certain.

Whatever ending this journey leads to, this will surely be the last.
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The longer the battle continued, the more disadvantageous it became.

Screech- Crack-

"Kuhk...! Block it properly...!"

"Augh! You're asking way too much from me, seriously...!"

With Asha having left to modify the circuit, the remaining three of us were struggling to hold back the two Disasters.

There were problems on multiple fronts.

Not only was Asha's absence felt, but the divine power of the Hero and Saint had noticeably diminished.

The aura of light, which had become visibly dimmer since we first crossed the boundary, was barely flickering now.

Recovery was slow. Perhaps even the total amount had decreased.

In this place, even resting for days straight wouldn't properly replenish divine power.

In this environment created by the Demon King, spending time searching for solutions might only reduce our chances further.

Therefore.

For some reason, my role had increased.

Unlike the Hero and Saint, my condition—now infused with ash—had actually improved, forcing me to move beyond my role as the Hero's support.

Slash-

I parried the Disaster's sword with all my might, then immediately kicked off the ground and rushed forward to cleave through the pouring sewage.

"Hnngh...!"

Ash powder burst forth with a whoosh.

Though both ash and mana were new to me, I instinctively knew how to use them.

Asha had said that understanding ash-related mana and magic came naturally, like an instinct of the ash itself.

"You've been keeping this good stuff all to yourself...!!"

She was right.

Ash is both a curse and a talent.

It might be quite useless normally, but at least now, it was a power worth using.

Crack- Screech-

I parried another crack created by the Disaster with my sword, while with my free hand, I grabbed at the air and pulled downward.

I imitated what Asha always inscribed in the air.

The mana mixed with ash instantly formed a circuit according to my will.

The Saint's divine power had been gradually pushed back, allowing the sewage to slowly overflow, but that was now reversed.

Ash scattered through the air.

Though it didn't stick and disappear instantly upon contact, it slowly ate away at the sewage bit by bit.

"Phew..., thanks to you, I survived..."

"Urgh...! It's too early to say that...!"

Everything was chaotic.

I kept swinging my sword at the cracks, inscribing unfamiliar yet somehow understandable magic in the air, all while glancing occasionally to keep track of Asha.

She was now among the numerous circuits inscribed on the fortress wall.

She was sprinkling mana and touching the circuits engraved on the wall.

The scenery rippled.

Perhaps as a reaction to disturbing the old circuit, a crackling sound emerged as the scenery around Asha slowly began to crumble.

And then.

If there was to be a change, it happened.

The Disaster that had been swinging its sword at us and creating cracks turned its head. The overflowing sewage suddenly changed direction.

Those dark gazes turned toward the temple.

They stared at Asha's back as she was modifying the circuit.

"Block it! We need to hold on!"

The Hero's urgent voice rang out. The Saint, who had been breathing heavily, caught her breath and resumed her prayers.

Screeeech-

The broken sword forcibly widened the crack.

The Hero's arm, which had been swinging his greatsword with all his might to block it, was instantly torn off, and the Disaster immediately entered through the gap in the crack.

The Saint was fully occupied with blocking the pouring sewage. Her mouth was already covered in blood, as if she was struggling to her limit.

Therefore.

I recklessly thrust my body into the widening crack before it closed.

And as soon as I entered, the crack closed with a screech.

"..."

It was a dark, empty space where looking around revealed nothing.

So the only things present were me and the Disaster. I could see it raising its sword to open a crack on the opposite side.

A Disaster that I could never block alone was about to swing its sword.

Honestly, I was scared.

I had followed it in recklessly, but that didn't mean I wasn't afraid.

Rather, in my ash-infused state, such emotions were amplified, making my hands tremble belatedly.

However.

"..., Shit."

Knowing that Asha would be in danger if I just stood by and watched, I immediately kicked off the ground and swung my sword toward the Disaster.

My sword made a screeching sound as it aimed for the Disaster's neck.

I needed to buy time, even just a little.

I had to turn its attention to me, which seemed nonexistent, and buy time until Asha safely modified the circuit.

Screech- Crack-

Just as my sword was about to reach the Disaster's neck, the sword that had been raised to open a crack on the opposite side bent grotesquely to block mine.

Clang-

Its eyes turned.

The two eyes, now tinted with ash, finally scanned me and immediately followed through with the clashing swords.

Though it was swung at close range, it naturally created a crack.

"Kuhk...!"

The impact was something I couldn't get used to, no matter how many times I experienced it.

My body floated upward from the sword strike that came from below, and since I blocked it alone, blood gushed from my mouth.

That created an opening.

Having been lifted into the air, I clearly had a vulnerability.

Yet, though it should have followed through with its sword to finish me, the Disaster turned its head again.

Crack- Screech-

As if there was no need to deal with me further, it prioritized Asha again and was about to swing its sword.

"Hnngh...! Look at me...!!"

So before the crack could widen significantly, I fired off a spell.

Ash powder burst forth.

Though it was a relatively simple spell, mana infused with ash was threatening, so the sword's path was interrupted to block the magic I had cast.

Slash-

In that moment, I landed and approached the Disaster again.

I slashed with my sword from the front and inscribed a circuit in the Disaster's blind spot to cast a spell.

Of course, everything I did was blocked.

Sword with sword.

Magic with its remaining hand.

"Kuuugh..."

And it countered my attacks with mere kicks.

One kick broke my knee. Though it seemed like nothing, my knee bent and turned in the opposite direction.

Unlike me, who was desperately struggling and flailing, the Disaster naturally followed through with its sword as if bored.

Crack- Crunch-

I was barely parrying each strike.

Having fallen into the crack alone, without the Saint to heal my broken knee, I couldn't maintain proper posture.

My body collapsed each time the broken sword came toward me.

"Kuhk..., cough..."

How much time had passed?

The previous minute seemed to have passed long ago, but had it been enough time for Asha to modify the circuit?

Screech-

I didn't know.

If I had time to think about that, I should have been crafting one more magic circuit to hold this monster.

The once-empty space was now filled with ash powder.

So I began drawing circuits everywhere with the scattered ash.

Asha used to activate multiple spells simultaneously, but trying to imitate that made my head feel like it would explode.

The sword came flying.

I couldn't properly block the sword filled with cracks. One of my legs fell to the dark space with a splat.

"Cough..."

Having lost the leg that supported my body, I collapsed.

Of course, I was still crafting magic. I hadn't let go of my sword either.

I kept parrying the Disaster's screeching sword and activated several spells to bind its feet.

I never thought I could defeat the Disaster alone, so I was just being annoying and buying time.

If there was any consolation, it was that the Disaster's eyes were fully focused on me.

No matter how much I struggled, it couldn't ignore me.

"..., Hm."

The sword was raised.

Crack-

A sound was heard.

Screech-

The grotesque roar followed the broken sword and grew louder.

Screeeeech-

It slowly descended as if pronouncing my final judgment.

It was the sound of death.

I had thought so from the moment we first encountered it here. Perhaps we would fail to subjugate it, and I would die buried under that sound.

However.

I firmly gripped my sword while sitting on the ground.

The magic was nearing completion.

It was Asha's magic that I had always watched over her shoulder, even though I didn't understand it.

"Cough..., you piece of trash."

As the screeching sound approached my face, the magic was activated simultaneously.

"Can you... hm... only open spaces...?"

A different kind of crack from the one created by the sword rippled open, swallowing the sword strike that had been following the Disaster's sword.

And then.

It opened wide behind the Disaster and spat out the sword strike it had just swallowed.

Screeeeech-

The roar poured onto the Disaster instead of me.

Therefore.

The Disaster, which had been swinging its sword while looking directly at me, swung its sword with uncharacteristic urgency, but ended up being cut by its own sword path.

The Disaster's arm holding the sword was completely torn off and fell with a splat next to my leg that had been lying far away.

In other words.

After sustaining a major injury, the Disaster should have been instantly restored by ash and sewage flowing from the temple.

"Kuh..., cough..."

But even after some time had passed, the Disaster's arm was still lying on the ground.

Somehow, its recovery was proceeding slowly.

Moreover.

One side of the dark space that had contained only me and the Disaster was torn open.

The outside scenery was faintly visible, and beyond it, Asha reached out her hand toward me.

"Ain...!!"

Though everything around her was filled with ash, I naturally grabbed her hand.
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Ash swirls through the air.

Everything becomes darkly stained, and before long, the entire landscape is dyed in ash.

"Asha...?"

"Ugh... I'm fine."

And there in the middle of it all is Asha.

In the confusion, I hadn't properly recognized the hand reaching out, but now that I've escaped the rift and can see again, things become clearer.

Her face is contorted. She grits her teeth as she answers.

She seems to be in pain, clutching the circuit etched on her body with her remaining hand, letting out a groan.

"No. You clearly don't look fine, what are you talking about?"

"Adapting... ugh. I just need... time to adapt."

She reminds me of when she was younger. Unable to control it properly, she keeps dripping ash everywhere.

Her body continues to twitch, her expression changing.

She seems to be resisting the ash, but gradually, bit by bit, she becomes more stained by it.

The ash ripples.

"...Asha, let's modify the circuit again. This isn't right."

"I said I'm... fine! This isn't the time for... *cough*? Ugh, blegh...!"

What finally comes out isn't vomit but murky water.

Tears that should be welling up in her eyes are strangely thick, not dropping cleanly but streaming down her cheeks.

"Asha."

"Hng... I'm really... ugh... fine, so stop staring at me like that."

"..."

I'm afraid.

She says she's fine, but I'm terrified that Asha might become a disaster herself.

Worry creeps in that I might have done something to her that I shouldn't have, using the excuse that we had no time left.

But there's a voice that pushes away my anxious thoughts.

"Ain."

"...Yeah."

Her forced smile trembles. The hand that was waving around trying to block my view is now pressed against her chest.

She begins adjusting the circuit herself.

Where her nails dig into her chest, murky water flows out instead of blood.

"Hic... Who am I?"

"A peerless beauty, an obsessive maniac, a creepy pervert, the last disciple of the great mage."

"Pfft...! No... don't make me laugh...! You're just saying what you really think because you see an opportunity...!"

Even as we talk, she continues adjusting the circuit.

Sparks of mana keep flying from the circuit etched on her chest with a crackling sound.

I stare blankly at the scene and mutter.

"Or maybe a genius."

"And on top of that... I'm the amazing person who endured the ash for three years without any tricks or solutions, just waiting for some idiot."

"..."

Asha smiles broadly.

Of course, her face is still slightly furrowed, but she definitely looks more comfortable than before.

"Whew... someone like me wouldn't lose to something like this."

"Did you solve it?"

"No. I just temporarily blocked the pain. It doesn't seem like a problem that can be solved in a short time."

Her body, which had collapsed on the ground as if in agony, is still half-lying down.

She's brushed off the ash covering her clothes and wiped away the murky water from her mouth and chest, but standing up seems difficult for her.

So.

I look around while waiting for her to catch her breath.

The Sword Disaster hasn't emerged from the rift yet. The Hero and the Saint are fighting another disaster a little distance away.

"Do we need to go help..."

"*Cough*... No need. Now that the connection to the temple has been severed, once the ash and murky water run out, it will self-destruct. Oh, and come here."

Saying that, Asha taps my head.

With that single gesture, my broken and damaged body is instantly restored.

"Huh...?"

"Heh, it's possible because Ain is also ash, but isn't it amazing?"

"How is this possible?"

"I don't really know either. I just had a feeling that doing this and that would work."

It's instantaneous, incomparable even to the Saint's healing.

My body, which had been reduced to rags, is now perfectly fine.

Finding it quite fascinating, I look over my body and swing my sword around, which makes Asha smile and say:

"Now, what if I were to succeed the Demon King's throne here?"

"Excuse me."

"Just kidding. It was a joke."

Hey.

And then.

As we're catching our breath, the rift opens again.

The arm that had been severed by my sword path is reattached, and those dull-colored eyes stare intently at Asha and me.

"Ain, I still can't help beyond healing. If I use magic now, the circuit will become severely unstable."

"It's okay. I can do this."

I answer Asha and step forward.

Thanks to Asha, my physical condition is at its best.

The disaster raises its broken sword as if sensing its end, and I too raise my sword toward the disaster one last time.

And so.

A screech—kik-kikigik—sounds.

The disaster's sword, closing the distance in an instant, creates a rift as it slashes diagonally from my nape.

Each sword path is death.

That's how it's been from the first encounter until now.

However, now I can push myself without worrying about the aftermath.

"Hng...!"

There's a cracking sound from my knee.

Kikik—

My shoulder creaks and then tears off with a ripping sound.

Kikigikik—

Just like when my arms fell off while first learning the sword from the Hero, I continue swinging my sword while letting my body be destroyed in a similar fashion.

Kikigik—kruk—

The closer one gets to death, the more one grows.

If you can advance beyond the line of death and still live, you can reach an even higher place.

"Keuuugh...!!"

When I first heard those words from the Hero, I thought only madmen would say such things. But perhaps I've gone mad myself now.

Jjeoeoek—

A huge rift forms along my sword path.

And it goes beyond just countering, forcing the disaster to step back.

"Huff... hah...."

Of course, with just one sword strike, both my arms are severed. Blood bursts out and streams down from my shoulder stumps.

However.

When I approach Asha, her touch instantly restores me.

"Somehow the situation has reversed."

"Looking at it this way, it almost feels like we're the disasters."

That's exactly right.

The two disasters, which had been guardians of the temple with an infinite supply of ash, have fallen to become creatures that self-destruct when their power runs out.

Instead, Asha and I seem to have taken over their roles.

With that thought, I planted my foot again.

I thrust my sword toward the disaster.

In other words.

The disaster's body, which had been maintained for thousands of years, crumbles bit by bit.

The two people who defeated the First Saint have now joined us.

"Is it defeated?"

"No, don't cast that fucking resurrection spell."

The Hero seemed bitter about watching his idol die and was about to cast a resurrection spell, but fortunately, that didn't happen.

We just watched as it gradually turned to ash and scattered.

"...It's defeated."

"Finally."

It happened just as Asha said.

After cutting off the connection to the temple and dealing with it, it doesn't regenerate anymore. The disaster is dying as it falls.

And then.

For a moment, those ashen eyes turn toward us.

The blurry pupils scan our faces and then tremble.

That gaze doesn't belong to the disaster. Perhaps it's the light of someone everyone looked up to thousands of years ago.

"...Ah."

The voice that emerges after thousands of years is terribly cracked and grotesque.

"Ah, ah...."

As if wanting to say something, it keeps making sounds, trying to clear its voice, but it will likely turn to ash before it can properly speak.

With everything below the neck already gone, it seems to realize this too and struggles to speak.

"He... roes... Th, ank... you."

It said this while somehow managing to lift the corners of its completely stiffened mouth into a kind smile.

"Al... ia..."

That was it.

Just a brief utterance, nothing more.

And so it ended.

"So why isn't the black boundary disappearing?"

"That's because I only dealt with the circuits related to the two disasters. Now that the guardians protecting the temple are gone, we should go inside."

Asha answered and was the first to step toward the temple.

Even as she walked, she continued adjusting the circuit etched on her chest without rest.

Anyway, what unfolds before us is a high, long staircase.

We continue climbing those stairs, and when we finally reach the top, strangely, the scenery isn't covered in ash.

This must also be part of the Demon King's magical remnants.

As Asha said, the temple is full of circuits, so it could be considered a massive circuit device.

And then.

After climbing all the stairs, I noticed a book prominently placed at the base of a temple pillar.

"Hmm? There's an old-looking book here... oh no. Ancient language again..."

I can interpret it since I've studied, but it's still quite annoying to read.

However.

- Nasatya van Gregorius.

"Seriously, this person again."

Fortunately, a familiar name appeared.

At this rate, I might end up getting attached to an ancient person I've never even seen.

With that thought, I turned to the next page of the book.
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My efforts to reach the temple only bore fruit when death was right before me.

No, that's not right.

In truth, it wasn't even fruitful.

My body had become nothing but skin and bones from starvation, and only when my entire body was stained ash-gray and I was crawling on the ground did the first Hero and Saint finally acknowledge my actions.

This was merely the final mercy from heroes who had become disasters.

So I climbed the stairs.

Without even the strength to walk properly, I crawled up the stairs with my body pressed against the ground.

My vision is blurry.

I feel dizzy.

This is how I die.

I've barely made it up all the stairs, but I no longer have the strength to traverse the long corridor that stretches inside.

So I end my journey here.

If there's anything fortunate, it's that I can place my records under the temple pillar so they won't be damaged.

Years, or decades, or if that's too difficult, hundreds or thousands of years from now, I hope someone will find what I've left behind useful.

I hope that this path I've walked, beginning with the little girl who died clutching my trouser leg, wasn't meaningless.

That is my wish.

- Excerpt from the final part of "Records of a Forgotten Ancient Sinner" -

********

The ancient book, still intact, contains various records.

This is the sequel to the records I found in the library in the Demon Race territory.

It tells of what was finally encountered while searching for the source of the ash-gray.

- My remedy had no effect on the disaster. It was meaningless to the Hero and Saint who had become mediums for the ash-gray. So I changed my approach to at least try to weaken them.

- Addition: The remedy had minimal effect on me as well after the ash-gray transferred directly to me as a medium. Perhaps with improvements and modifications it might work somehow, but I've given up due to lack of time.

It was written by an ancient mage who had entangled the great heroes who became disasters, and who, despite falling down many times, continued to strive for the future.

- Perhaps, if there had been a vessel to transfer the ash-gray into, it might have been possible? I don't know. I cannot know. I am merely an ordinary human by birth, so I cannot know. However, among the conclusions drawn from my research, this presents the greatest possibility.

It was clearly written as a thread-thin hope with seemingly no possibility.

- Nevertheless, I cannot imagine that many future heroes who come here will bring the ash-gray with them. After all, a hero and a disaster cannot join forces to defeat the Demon King.

Even the ancient archmage concluded it was impossible, but thousands of years later, coincidences and connections intertwined.

So I thought.

Perhaps the ending when it was a novel wasn't the happy ending I had assumed it would be.

The Hero and Saint who had eliminated Asha early on and moved forward probably met an unpleasant end.

I pushed away such imaginings filling my head and closed the book with a thud.

The expressions of the three people who had been reading with me, peeking over, were quite peculiar.

And then.

Asha raised the corners of her mouth as if disappointed and spoke.

"Well, at least we found the remedy."

"It might not mean anything for you and me, but at least it will for Alicia and the others."

Our journey is coming to an end, but in a way, we've failed at our original purpose of curing the ash-gray.

Still, I didn't feel particularly sad or desperate.

From the beginning, the fact that Asha was ash-gray had never been an obstacle in our relationship.

So Asha, with a bittersweet expression, stretched and took another step forward.

"Then let's continue, shall we?"

"Yes, let's go."

We walked down the long corridor.

"Hmm, these are..."

"...these are relics of the previous generations of Heroes and Saints."

In other words, along both sides of the corridor, under each pillar, were relics of heroes who had entered this place, placed like Nasatya's records.

The temple is enormous with countless pillars, filled with relics accumulated over thousands of years.

"Did the first Hero and Saint arrange this?"

"I'm not sure... Considering they both lost their minds, I wonder if they could have..."

Since they were the only ones beyond the boundary, it must have been the two who had become disasters who arranged this.

Whether they treated them as trophies or showed respect for the fallen, I cannot know.

Anyway.

We continued walking down the corridor and finally opened the large door at the end and entered.

"Wow..."

The interior of the large room, which must have been the Demon King's office, is filled with circuits.

Compared to the sparse engravings on the temple's outer walls, these are densely drawn everywhere.

It's madness.

An overtly insane sight.

And Asha looked around briefly before slightly furrowing her brow and heading somewhere.

"Asha?"

"Here, this."

There's no presence of anyone.

But following Asha's fingertip, I see something pulsating and rippling.

What should I call that thing sitting there alone?

"A heart...?"

"It seems to be what was once a heart, now remaining as a phenomenon."

It continues to thump.

Yet its form is inconsistent, appearing blurry as if it would disperse if touched.

"Um... do you know how to solve this too?"

"Hmm... no. It seems difficult to figure out right away."

Asha looks at it, tilting her head, and bites her lip as if organizing her thoughts.

"Then how long do you think it will take?"

"At least... a month? Or maybe two months...?"

"What?"

Wait a minute.

At Asha's answer, the eyes of all three of us, including me, widened.

"We have five days' worth of food left."

"Um... if we can't leave, we'll probably starve to death...?"

The remaining food would barely last two weeks even if we rationed it. There may be no disaster to deal with, but we'll certainly starve to death.

So Asha glanced at the three of us and cautiously suggested a solution.

"Well, the method for making the serum was written in those records earlier... If you take the serum and hold out for two months...?"

"""..."""

No.

I thought it was really over now that we'd defeated the disaster, but once we entered the temple, it's one challenge after another.

And then Asha said:

"Just kidding, of course."

"..."

She waved her hand playfully, smiling broadly.

Ah.

She was so kind and pretty when she was young, but somehow she's managed to pick up only the worst traits.

And so.

Asha continued her explanation to us while gathering mana.

"Although I said I was joking, if we tried to solve this the proper way, it really would take about two months."

"Huh...? So there's another way besides the proper method?"

She grasped at the air as if seizing something and pulled it down.

"So instead of going through all that trouble, why not just call someone who's already solved it and ask them to do it?"

"Huh...?"

I'm not sure what she's trying to say.

But before I could understand, the air split open with a ripping sound, and Asha reached her hand in and pulled something out.

"Eh?"

"Excuse me. Could you solve this for us?"

So there's Asha, dangling from Asha's grasp.

She's wearing round glasses as if she had been reading, holding a book in one hand and an overflowing coffee cup in the other.

The Asha being held by Asha made an "eh-" sound, looking completely bewildered.

It's quite a rare sight.

"You shouldn't do this."

"Why not? Just do it if I ask."

Two identical women are frowning and bickering.

"If I interfere unnecessarily, it could cause a time paradox. The future could change."

"Don't talk nonsense. You know very well that borrowing a little unnecessary time won't cause such big problems."

They're growling at each other as if they might start pulling each other's hair any moment.

"Ain, she's bullying me. Scold her right now."

"Ain, don't look at her. You should only look at me."

This one is this one, and that one is that one.

It's quite an amusing sight, but honestly, I was on the side of the present Asha rather than the future one.

So I approached her and spoke.

"Sorry, but could you help solve this? You said the proper method would take two months."

"Taking the serum and enduring isn't as bad as you think. As I said, it can be solved in two months."

"...I don't want to."

The Asha who smiles gently is exactly as she appeared at the Bercio ruins.

She's certainly elegant and mature, yet also sly and quite playful, full of vitality.

"Hmm~ It's troublesome that you're trying to take the easy way out. I solved this with great difficulty, so it's disappointing if you want to do it this way."

"Please, I'm asking you."

So it's a bit burdensome. Thinking that the current Asha will eventually become like that makes me feel a bit nervous.

And then.

She tilted her head as if considering my request, then clapped her hands as if a good idea had occurred to her.

"Hmm... ah. Then shall we make a deal? I'll solve this problem for you, but please grant me one wish in return."

"...No strange requests."

"No? It's not strange at all."

She smiles an ominous and unsettling smile.

"What is it?"

"Later, when you two have sex, let me join in. Having a threesome has been my dream."

This damn...

I knew it would be something like this.

I was about to refuse when Asha spoke first.

"You f... don't say such bullshit. Weren't you worried about time paradoxes?"

"You said yourself that solving this problem wouldn't cause major changes, right? So my proposal won't cause any time paradox issues either."

She finally grabbed her hair.

"Just die."

"Ow~ Past me has such a terrible temper~"

The two Ashas rolled around on the floor.

Even though the Hero and Saint were watching, they continued like that for quite a while.

And so.

"I'm doing this because Ain asked."

After some time had passed, while calming down the hissing Asha, the future Asha in neat attire smiled gently and drew something in the air with her hand.

Woong-

With each of her hand gestures, something seems to unravel and begin to disassemble.

"For your information, just eliminating this heart won't remove all the curses and magic. The Demon King wasn't close to godhood for nothing. Even after completely eliminating the caster, it takes time for everything to disappear."

She continued speaking naturally.

She was relaxed even while focusing on the magic. I thought the current Asha had become amazing, but this feels like a different level altogether.

"They'll gradually unravel over time. The initial curses and magic created by the Demon King will be lifted immediately, but the rest will follow in sequence."

If they're lifted in sequence starting with the initial curses and magic, the barrier surrounding the Demon Race territory will probably disappear first.

Additionally, the ancient weapons scattered on the streets will likely disappear not long after.

"So the circuit directly engraved on the body, the ash-gray circuit, will be the last. Actually, I'm still modifying and improving the circuit, but it remains."

While she was speaking, the phenomenon that was once a heart had almost disappeared.

The thumping sound had faded, and its rippling form had dispersed, now barely visible.

"It seems the ash-gray was truly the Demon King's final masterpiece, given how much effort was put into it. Phew, it's done."

She finished speaking and dusted off her hands.

It's gone.

The Demon King's heart that had been thumping in the center of the room completely vanished.

As a result.

Perhaps due to its influence, some of the circuits filling the room are gradually being erased.

It's quite a fascinating sight.

Now it truly feels like everything is over.

Lost in such thoughts and staring blankly at them, that ominous voice of desire interrupted again.

"Then as promised, when you have sex, please include me... Ah, stop! Honestly, you want to do it too! Don't pretend otherwise when your true feelings are the same as mine...!"

"If you're done, get out now."

More precisely, she tried to interrupt, but she was suddenly grabbed and thrown into the opened space-time rift and disappeared.

However, her words, clearly heard even as she faded away, stuck in my mind.

"..."

"It's not true."

"Alright, I believe you."

I'm a bit scared that her true feelings might really be the same, but for now, I decided to believe her denial.

It's truly over.

Walking back through the temple corridor, we chatted.

"I'm really curious, are you three actually going to do it?"

"No, we're not. Please stop asking such questions."

It was clearly a completely useless and meaningless conversation.

"But if you did end up doing it with three people, would that be a harem? Or since it's the same person, would it be pure love?"

"No, I said we're not doing it. Are you going to keep saying such nonsense?"

It was ridiculous talk with absolutely no substance, something we'd never done throughout our journey here.

"I think it's pure love. Don't you think so too, Hero?"

"Don't pass it to me. I need to start exercising again. The muscle loss I've accumulated is serious."

"Come on! The journey is over, what exercise?"

However, that's precisely why it has meaning. That's why it becomes useful.

"Exercise itself is the goal. The Demon King was merely part of the process."

"Why don't you focus on your nighttime exercise?"

"..."

The important thing was that we could finally have such ordinary and trivial conversations.

I burst into laughter at the sight of the Saint kicking the Hero's shin with a thud.

After walking for quite a while, the scenery beyond the temple comes into view.

The pitch-black boundary is gradually disappearing from the edges. Light begins to shine on us from where nothing was visible before.

So.

We paused briefly to observe the scene, but then I took Asha's hand and stepped forward again.

"Let's go."

"Yes, Ain."

She smiled brightly.

The light shining down made her smile ripple even more beautifully.

********

Ah.

"He...ro...sir."

"..."

He doesn't answer.

"Please... God..."

Despite being told many times not to do it, he insisted there was no other way and engraved unknown circuits on his body, finally becoming a disaster.

Like those he admired, he's completely stained ash-gray, staggering forward.

"Please... save... us..."

Failures continued one after another, and the hopes of those who looked to the future became distorted.

And so we inherited what came next.

"Save... us... please..."

I've been dropped into this never-ending story.

I'm scared.

I don't want to die.

Ah.

God.

- "Episode □□. The End of the Journey" -
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The journey back to the Empire was quite long and distant.

"No, let's just teleport there in one go..."

"Oh, we can't do that. If we do, we won't be able to collect all the bribes we could get! We defeated the Demon King, so we should take everything we can."

Even though a single gesture from Asha would get us to the Empire immediately, the Saint strongly objected and said so.

"...And you call yourself a Saint."

"Hehe, I'm not going to be a Saint anymore, you know? As soon as we get back to the Empire, I'm going to have my retirement ceremony and live a life of leisure~"

Humans are truly materialistic.

I'm embarrassed by my past self who thought that being a Saint meant she would be somewhat noble or elegant.

Anyway, for that reason, our carriage continued to travel along the road.

The carriage we originally came in had long since become firewood, and the one we were riding in now was a top-class carriage prepared by the Demon Race as a token of gratitude.

I could still vividly remember the face of the inn owner who was crying streams of tears and shouting that the Demon King had finally died.

"Let's go to the Empire with three wagons full of bribes that the Demon Race attached behind us!"

"Yes, yes. I understand. But the bribe share is 80 for Asha and me, 20 for the Saint and the Hero."

So I answered the Saint's words.

"What? Don't be ridiculous. 60 for us, 40 for you two."

"A Saint with no conscience. If it weren't for Asha, you'd all be dead, yet you want to gobble up 60 percent?"

"If it weren't for the Hero and me being generous in the first place, you'd all have been executed, so who's the one without conscience?"

"How do you know if we would have been executed or not?"

"How do you know if we would have died or lived?"

Ah, really.

This is the fault of the god who appointed someone like this as a Saint.

I thought so as I let out a deep sigh. Since it seemed like this conversation wouldn't end at this rate, I threw out the fairest compromise.

"Sigh... then let's just do 50-50."

"...45-55."

After everything was over, the Saint, whose greed had exploded, flatly rejected my proposal.

"Ah, this human just won't do. Let's just have a 2-on-2 match to decide who takes it all. Get out."

"Ha, that's what I was hoping for. I'll make sure you don't get a single penny, so be prepared. Hero!"

I clearly remember the Saint's expression as she snorted at my suggestion to just fight it out, saying she liked the idea.

And then.

"No... it can't be...!"

"So we'll be taking all the bribes?"

To put it simply, Asha and I took everything.

The Saint, sprawled on the dirt ground, glared at the Hero who was similarly lying down.

"No, Hero!!"

"...I told you we should have just split it 50-50."

The Hero mumbled, avoiding eye contact. In fact, the Hero had told her from the beginning to just stay quiet.

"Why couldn't we win...!"

"How could we possibly beat that? Strictly speaking, Asha is now the Demon King."

He seemed to have a good grasp of reality from the start, knowing there was absolutely no chance of winning.

So the Saint was now whining and poking the Hero's side.

"The funds for our grand wedding...! The child support money for raising our children!"

"The reward money from the Empire alone is more than enough, Rua."

"Shut up!"

"Okay."

I approached the two sprawled figures and smiled brightly.

"Then shall we depart now? Hmm, we need to hurry if we want to fill those three wagons."

"...On second thought, teleporting straight to the Empire seems reasonable..."

"Stop talking such filthy nonsense."

Finally established the pecking order.

Although Asha's role was significant, I still managed to pull her down below me.

I thought so as I loaded the dejected Saint back into the carriage and teabagged her the entire journey.

Just like that.

News travels faster than our carriage, it seems, as every place we arrived at held grand banquets.

Commoners scattered flowers on the road as our carriage passed, and nobles who always held their heads high were all bowing.

Honestly, there was still some suspicion mixed in the gazes directed at the ash-colored one.

And I didn't even expect it to change right away.

I didn't think that the firm hatred and contempt that had persisted for so long would all disappear at once.

"Hehe, but this is good enough."

"Well... at least they're saying thank you on the surface."

People are bowing their heads to us and saying thank you. Even with confused expressions, they're properly expressing gratitude.

Such scenes unfolded in every country and city we passed through.

When we finally reached the Republic, there were people who came running more frantically than anyone else.

"Big bro Ain!! I missed... huh?"

"Ain oppa! I've been waiting so... uh?"

"Haha... I knew you could, could do it... um, what?"

"Ain, you damn kid!! You actually did... what the hell is this?"

"Hoho!! I'm Lucia Vicente Todorika Simo... huh?"

They all came running with tears in their eyes, but each one tilted their head in confusion.

"What? Just say you're glad to see me. Why the confusion?"

"No, why have you turned ash-colored again...?"

They all looked as if they'd seen something strange.

Living in this harsh world, one might accidentally turn ash-colored, you know.

"Can't a person turn ash-colored sometimes? If you keep this up, I might get sad and scatter into ash powder."

"..."

"I'm back, so get ready to work hard. You've expanded the Ain Corporation business, right?"

"...You crazy bastard. You're out of your mind, kid."

I greeted them with a wide grin. Maybe I'm not in my right mind either, as I had been wanting to hear those insults all along.

And then.

"Everyone get in. Let's go to the Empire."

There were more people I had been longing to see in the Empire.

The triumphal march resounds.

From the outskirts of the Empire to the capital, the road decorated with flowers and ornaments stretches endlessly.

People cheer and acclaim.

With a loud boom, fireworks explode in the sky, decorating it brilliantly.

The crowd surges. The grand music of the military band ripples.

"It seems like twice as many people as at the departure ceremony."

"What are you saying? This is on a completely different level from back then."

I replied to the Hero's murmur, and the Hero smiled faintly and talked about the past.

"Hmm, I remember you were just a little kid back then."

"When I think about it, you were really a bad guy, weren't you?"

I remember vividly.

The Hero's greatsword I encountered in the alley, and how he looked directly at me during the departure ceremony and raised the corner of his mouth.

"And you were a man even back then. Then and now. You're an amazing guy, Ain."

"...What are you saying?"

I still remember his kindness in not killing the ash-colored disaster who was still young, and his firm belief in not ignoring the small wish of a boy who trembled and cried.

And the Hero speaks to me.

"You did well."

"..."

He says something uncharacteristically warm and affectionate.

"Just as I said, you've become the protagonist of this story too."

"..."

He slightly turns his head to look at me and Asha, and raises the corner of his mouth.

"Raise your head. Stand tall and wave your hand. Face them and smile. Both you and Asha certainly deserve to."

"Why are you saying so many things that don't suit you, really..."

So.

As I awkwardly scratch my head, the carriage reaches the capital.

The huge city gate opens with a creaking sound, revealing a scene.

"Well, I have to smile at them."

"...Ah."

It's truly been a long time.

In front of the scene revealed as the gate opened.

Mother and Father are standing there.

The two of them, looking much more haggard than in my childhood memories, are looking straight at me with tears in their eyes. They just stare as if not surprised by my ash-colored appearance.

Uncle Rendo is there.

The uncle, now with a head full of white hair, waves at me and Asha. Beside him are his daughters who have fortunately grown up to be as beautiful as their mother.

Yansen is awkwardly holding up a sign with his head half-turned, and next to him is Gym Master Rini, cheering with dumbbells in both hands.

Idrin, uncharacteristically, smiled gently among them. The book she always carried around is nowhere to be seen.

"Ha, haha..."

The market street merchants I was always friendly with as a child and the aunties I often chatted with were also waving at us.

It seems the Sword Saint knows how to get things done.

Eventually.

The Hero slowly drives the carriage toward that scene.

He slowly moves forward into the scene that I often wondered if I should be a part of.

"Smile, Ain."

"This is..."

After the protagonist left for the next story, the stage that would have been dimly lit and pushed back in obscurity begins to shine brightly again.

The dust that had settled on the beautifully decorated stage has somehow been scattered, and the ending that should have been adorned with sadness has been completely twisted and disappeared.

"This is the ending you wanted, isn't it?"

"I don't know how everyone knew that."

Only the things I always wanted remain.

The things that would have ended as consumables remain vivid, and the narrative that would have fallen into mere entertainment still tells its story.

Thump- Thump-

As our carriage moves forward, the extinguished lights are turning on.

This is a twisted story.

It's a snowball that a small boy rolled in a different direction, arbitrarily changing the original intention from childhood.

Next.

Continuously to the next.

And so, moving forward without rest, the final destination eventually became the starting point.

And.

That was precisely the ending that the small child, who was always merely a background character, had wished for.

undefined - undefined
# 0. The Room You Can't Leave Without Having Sex

In the Imperial mansion.

Asha approached me while carrying the soundly sleeping Eleanor.

"Ain."

"Yeah, what is it?"

This sight has become familiar now.

Asha in her elegant dress, wearing intellectual-looking glasses, and Eleanor sleeping peacefully in her arms, making soft purring sounds.

She was our daughter, born not long after we returned to the Empire.

Anyway.

Asha smiled broadly, gently stroking Eleanor before getting to the point.

"Your mother said she'll look after Eleanor."

"...Oh. Um... why exactly...?"

The corners of her mouth gradually rise higher and higher.

What was once a motherly smile has transformed into something unsettling, her eyes curving in a spine-chilling way that makes me unconsciously step backward.

Unfortunately, my anxiety proves accurate as the very words I hoped wouldn't come out of her mouth tumble forth.

"She mentioned wanting to see a second child soon, and as it happens, I'm ovulating."

"Isn't... isn't this too soon?"

"Your mother wants a second child, Ain."

Somehow she's already grabbed me by the nape of my neck.

"I'll go talk to Mom. Eleanor is still very young, and we have so many things to do, so it would be difficult..."

"Your mother said not to raise an only child like she did, and to make another one quickly."

"..."

My attempt to escape was bound by ash, and the excuses I grasped at like straws were trampled.

"Let's go, shall we?"

"Save me."

"You won't die."

She smiles.

Her eyes scan my body, and her tongue licks her lips as if savoring the taste.

"I don't like that place, Asha."

"I do. I'll make you like it too."

And so.

I float along, unable to put up any proper resistance as she drags me away.

Again.

Like this.

"..."

Ah.

Saint, you fucking bitch, this is all because of you.

********

To explain.

It was just another day when we were returning to the Empire, savoring the feeling of triumph.

"Tsk... let's just hurry back to the Empire."

"Your true feelings are so dark."

There was the Saint, upset that none of the bribes being collected would be hers.

"You're going to keep acting like this, aren't you?"

"Yes, it's quite ugly how you can't accept the results of our contest."

"Fine, I get it."

The Saint glared at me, biting her lip as I teased her thoroughly.

Her expression suggested she would die of frustration if she couldn't get revenge on me somehow.

And then.

"I guess I have no choice~ Being the generous person I am, I'll let it go!"

"What's with you?"

I felt ominous about that devious smile.

"Oh, and since we're passing by a nice lodging place today, let's spend the night there. You can at least cover the accommodation fee, right?"

"Well... yes, I suppose so."

Despite my uncertainty about her intentions, I eventually agreed.

Unfortunately, I failed to notice the Hero flinching at the Saint's words.

It was an upscale inn.

"Welcome! We're delighted to host such lovely couples at our establishment."

"Ah, yes."

It was quite luxurious, and the staff who came to greet us were kind and friendly.

"For the happiness of our guests, we charge 100 deras per night. Will you be staying just one night?"

"Yes, that's the plan for now."

The accommodation fee was even reasonable.

So until then, I hadn't noticed anything strange at all.

The biggest problem was that I didn't see the Saint whispering into Asha's ear behind me, nor did I notice Asha starting to lick her lips afterward.

And then.

"Hehe, we'll take room number 3."

"Yes, we'll guide this couple to room 3-18."

The Saint said this while linking arms with the Hero.

"Then we'll take room 20."

"Oh! Yes! We'll guide this couple to room 20-1!"

Similarly, Asha linked arms with me while requesting room 20.

And so the door closed with a thud.

"Oh, nice room."

"...Yes, it is."

The room had a scent to it.

It was a peculiar fragrance, but not unpleasant.

"Wait, how are two people supposed to sleep on such a small bed?"

"Hmm... good question."

Strangely, there was only one small bed, and on top of it sat a small box.

So.

"What the hell is this?"

"..."

I naturally approached the bed and opened the box, but inside were all sorts of items.

Handcuffs.

Shackles.

Blindfolds and ropes.

And other strange things.

In other words, items far too suspicious for a normal inn.

"Asha, I think the staff gave us the wrong room by mistake. I'll go out for a moment."

"..."

Thinking this, I left Asha, who had been hanging her head low, and tried to open the door.

"Huh?"

Or rather, I tried to.

- The room you cannot leave without having sex.

- Remaining count: 20 times.

If only I hadn't seen those words written prominently on the door.

And then I heard a sound.

"Hmm... you know, Ain."

The creaking sound of hinges as the box opened, followed by an ominous clicking noise as if something was being taken out.

"...Asha?"

"The Saint... is really nice. She not only told me about this place, but also... hehe... gave me advice on what to do."

That sound approaches along with a voice that has turned sinister.

When I turn around, I see eyes that seem half-crazed. Droplets of saliva cling to the corners of her upturned mouth.

"Asha, wait..."

"Hehe... it's your fault, Ain. I didn't do anything wrong, right? Since I've been patient all this time... now I can do whatever I want and you have to stay still, right? That's right, Ain? Everything's over now. Ain, you promised. You said when everything was over, you'd let me do what I want. This is what I want. I want to do this. So I'm going to do whatever I please."

Shackles and ropes dangle from her hands, and around her float handcuffs, blindfolds, lewd underwear, and things like cat ears.

From her open mouth comes a spell I cannot comprehend.

"I understand, so please calm down... just... ah..."

"Hee, hehe..."

My mind grows hazy.

Unable to resist whatever magic this is, I slowly close my eyes.

Gradually, sounds become clearer through my returning consciousness.

Slurp-

Suck-

They are quite lewd and vulgar sounds.

"Mmm, haah..."

Slurp- Slurp-

Mixed with a woman's moans as if deeply inhaling, I begin to understand the situation even though I can't see anything.

My hands are tied with rope.

My feet seem to be tied as well, as they won't move when I try.

"A-Asha?"

There's no answer to my call.

"Hah, mmph... gulp..."

Slurp- Suck-

Only those vulgar, lewd sounds continue uninterrupted.

The haziness clears and my senses gradually return.

"Asha... I understand, so, ugh..."

I can't see. It feels like I'm wearing a blindfold, as blinking only gives me the sensation of something covering my eyes.

Nevertheless, I can tell.

As my senses sharpen, the source of those lewd sounds becomes clearer.

Slurp- Slurp-

She has already stripped me of all my clothes, bound my limbs, and is lying between my legs with my thing fully in her mouth.

"Gulp, mmph... mmm, haah..."

She makes strange sounds as if trying to take it all the way into her throat.

I feel slight pain as the tip pushes against and into her throat.

"Asha, please calm down first... hah. No, please stop... ugh!"

"Mmm, mmph... hehe, gulp..."

She doesn't listen to me.

Perhaps excited that I've regained consciousness, she speeds up, sucking harder with my thing fully in her mouth.

Slurp- Suck-

Slurp-

The erotic sounds continue, and Asha desperately tries to swallow everything, making gagging sounds as she takes me deep into her throat.

"Asha, stop! Asha! Ugh..."

That's why.

"Mmph... gulp. Gag... mmph..."

With my eyes covered and limbs tightly bound, surrounded by all sorts of lewd sounds, and with this woman frantically sucking and licking my thing, I soon felt the urge to climax.

My body trembles.

"Ugh..."

After being tormented continuously, semen finally gushes out, and Asha, sensing my climax, holds still with her mouth full to receive it.

I had wondered what it meant to be "squeezed dry," but I certainly didn't want to find out like this.

"...Mmm. Heh... haaah..."

I hear continuous gulping sounds as she swallows.

After swallowing my semen for quite some time, she seems to have finished and makes a satisfied sound before speaking to me.

"A-in... hic... do you know something?"

"..."

"Hehe... it seems that making you cum with my mouth... doesn't count toward the total."

She whispers this in my ear and removes my blindfold.
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When the blindfold was removed, the scene of the room suddenly came into view.

"Oh my goodness..."

It was already a disaster.

The wall visible to me was completely decorated with ash powder smeared all over.

I'm not sure if I should praise the fact that the wall itself hadn't collapsed, but looking around, the only intact thing was the bed.

"Ain, Ain... Mmm."

Slurp- Suck-

She was still making noises between my legs.

Even though I had just finished ejaculating, and no matter how eagerly she licked and sucked, I couldn't feel pleasure right away, but she seemed determined to make me erect again.

And she was naked.

I could see her snow-white skin.

What was before me was completely different from the small, skinny body I had reluctantly seen when washing her as a child.

Every time she moved her head up and down to suck on mine, her breasts swayed back and forth. They were so large I wondered if they would even fit in both my hands.

Her waist curved like a bow and occasionally trembled, with a bit of flesh attached to her sides.

And her hips and buttocks, which had been hidden by her robe so I hadn't noticed before, were insanely large. I shouldn't have been admiring just her breast size.

"Asha. Try to calm down first."

"Mmm..., mmph..."

I stared blankly at those parts before speaking again.

Now I needed to persuade her, even though Asha's eyes were truly rolling around as if she'd lost her mind.

No matter what, I hadn't been holding back my desires all this time just to be mounted like a dog while tied up.

"Asha, you need to think about this. Won't you regret ending such an important first experience like this?"

"Mmm..., mmph..., eh?"

A long strand of her juices dripped from between her buttocks onto the bed.

Looking closely, the area below was already soaked and spread wide from her juices that had dripped many times.

"Still, your first time should be a good memory, Asha. So first, calm down and..."

"I... mmm... think this is... slurp... a good memory too...?"

Of course, if asked whether this is good or bad, it's on the good side, but honestly, I have my own romantic ideals too.

This is my first experience as well, and I've always looked forward to this moment.

So.

I tried to persuade Asha somehow.

"B-but it might be more exciting and better if I touch you and do things to you. So first, untie the ropes..."

"Me doing things... mmm... to Ain is... heh... better. I like... Ain being tied up."

"..."

After barely exchanging a few words, I gave up.

Sigh, damn it.

She's not listening to reason.

I don't know what to do anymore, so just do whatever you want.

I thought that and just looked at her with resignation.

It seems my fault is great for knowing what the ash-colored love was all about, accepting it all, and ultimately not running away.

It's too late anyway.

In the midst of our brief conversation, my limp dick had finally raised its head again, covered in saliva.

"Mmm..."

"..."

Asha finally released my dick that she had been holding in her mouth with a slurp sound.

She's still looking at it and licking her lips, but now she's crawling slowly toward me.

The thin line of her juices connecting between her legs drops from the blanket to my thing.

She wiggles her buttocks as if aligning my dick with her entrance, then looks down at me with a broad smile.

"Ain."

"Yeah."

I knew she was gloomy and creepy, but I didn't expect it to be this bad.

The form of the moment we both had been looking forward to is quite different.

"Mmm... I love you."

"Yeah, me too."

However, seeing that even these aspects of her seem lovable to me, I must be crazy too.

And.

Satisfied with my answer, Asha smiled brightly and slammed her hips down.

"Hnnggh...!"

Though it must be her first time, she pushed it in deeply without hesitation in one go and trembled.

With her tongue sticking out and her eyes rolling back, she looked quite vulgar.

"Ahk, haahk...! Gahk, hnggh...!"

These moans are hard to believe coming from a woman who had always used formal speech and maintained a certain dignity.

Her insides clenched tight.

It was hotter than I had expected and kept twitching lewdly.

Every time she trembled, her insides contracted and relaxed repeatedly, as if trying to milk out semen.

Are all women like this originally?

I don't know.

Having no experience, I have no way of knowing.

Nevertheless, if there's one thing I'm certain of, it's that there's no first experience like Asha's, moaning vulgarly and trembling her hips.

"Mmm..., mmph. Hngh...!"

Asha continued to tremble for a long time with her eyes rolled back. Drool dripped from her outstretched tongue, wetting her chest.

Then her buttocks began to rise slightly and fall back down.

Although blood was trickling down, she didn't seem to be in pain as she moved her hips up and down.

"Hahk, haahk.... Mm, heh..."

A different sound from when she was sucking me with her mouth could be heard.

Every time my dick was released and swallowed again, there was a squelching sound.

Every time our two wet bodies met, there was a lewd slapping sound.

"Hng, hngh...! Hehk, hehngh..."

In other words, it was awkward hip movement.

Despite having such a lewd body, she was moving her buttocks and hips up and down awkwardly, as if advertising that this was her first time.

Of course, the same applies to me, but seeing the woman on top of me swinging her hips awkwardly and clumsily makes me instinctively twitch.

I feel like I would see an incredible sight if I thrust my hips up now.

That's my intuition.

So.

Looking up at Asha, who was panting frantically, I thrust my hips up hard.

Thwack-

"Gahk...?!!"

I thrust hard enough to make a smacking sound, with the added resentment of how she had tormented me until now.

"Ahk, hngh..., aahk...!"

Asha convulsed.

She made sounds like "gahk-" as if she couldn't breathe.

She tried desperately to lift her hips to pull my dick out of her.

"A-in...?! Th-ahk...! St-hehk...! Ahngh...!"

However, I continued to thrust my hips up to follow her.

Her insides contracted and convulsed.

She tried to push me away with her hands on my chest, but as I kept thrusting roughly, she collapsed as if her strength had left her.

"Ah, hngh..., haahk..., st-op! N-no..."

The whites of her eyes showed.

After muttering like that, she just twitched on top of me, making "gahk-" and "guhk-" sounds as if she had momentarily lost consciousness.

Of course, I didn't stop even then.

Splash- Splash-

The sound of our soaked flesh meeting echoed lewdly.

"Ah..., aah..."

As I continued thrusting into Asha's twitching insides, my lower abdomen gradually warmed.

It became a bit wetter, and a faint smell of urine mixed with the scent of her juices.

"Ahk, I, said... no..."

Asha was glaring at me, raising her head despite trembling, as if she couldn't stop it at all.

Her eyes had finally returned to normal.

"Hmm, looks like there's another lemonade maker here."

"Ahk, A-in...!!"

Until just a moment ago, she had been rolling her eyes like a beast in heat.

She seems quite embarrassed by the fact that she had wet herself without realizing it.

I stopped my hips while looking at her tear-filled eyes.

"You did wrong, didn't you?"

"..., Yes. I, mmm.... did wrong."

Only after I stopped did Asha, still trembling in her hips, finally pull my dick out of her with a pop.

The juices that had been blocked by my dick overflowed and wet my stomach.

So.

After looking at that scene, I spoke.

Now that Asha had come to her senses, I wanted to have a somewhat normal atmosphere and act.

"Good. Now that you understand, untie my arms and legs..."

"Ain is right. It's my fault. I should have tied you more securely."

It was just my hope that was instantly shattered.

"..., Asha."

"Thank you for letting me know I should secure your hips well too."

This damn.

It seems her eyes didn't regain sanity; she's completely lost it.

And just like that, ropes were quickly wrapped around my waist too.

I was tightly secured so I wouldn't fall off the bed.

"Asha..., save me."

"Don't worry, Ain.... I'll take care of everything."

She climbs on top of me again with a broad smile.

The way she holds my dick with her hand and rubs it against her entrance is so damn lewd that I'm getting hard again even in this situation.

"Hehe..., I love you, ahngh...! Hahk, hngh...!"

Asha is already swinging her hips wildly again as if she's lost her mind, with her mouth open.

She moves her hips up and down more naturally than before, and she's wetter and tighter than before.

"Hngh..., haahk...! In-side... Come inside me...!"

With my waist fixed in place, I couldn't move at all and was being milked, and that's how I ejaculated fully inside Asha's insides.

In my eyes, only her smile and the words "19 times" written on the door flickered.

********

I was briefly reminiscing about the past like that.

"Room 20."

And with the same words as back then, goosebumps rose and I snapped back to reality.

"Save me..."

"We need to make a second child, Ain."

However.

Having already been dragged here, there was no way out, so I was pulled by Asha toward Room 20-1.

Then we ran into them.

"Oh, nice to see you."

"You, you damn bitch.... This is all because of you."

I mean the Saint who was grabbing the Hero by the scruff of his neck and dragging him along, just like Asha was doing to me.

"Hehe, it's thanks to me. Well, we need to make our third child, so we'll be going~"

"You, you damn..."

You fucking bitch.

As I was cursing at the Saint, I made eye contact with the Hero.

His face was already pale.

Ah.

We both closed our eyes at the same time, as if resigned to our fate.

Ch.254 - 0. Everyday Lives.
# 0. Daily Lives

If.

Even if the world were to end tomorrow, an engineer must continue working without rest.

There's a need to prove one's worth by creating one more item, making one more invention.

"Hmm, this new product is good. Ah, the recent items released to the market were also decent."

"Huh... look at this bastard. Is that all you have to say after visiting after such a long time?"

So today too, the engineer keeps going round and round.

With sunken eyes, spitting curses and hammering away with a clang-clang sound, but never stopping.

"It's been a while, Horn."

"Yeah. Since you're the boss, don't just glance at the items, check everything before you leave."

"Don't worry. That's why I came in the first place."

Helron, a satellite city somewhat distant from the imperial capital, is home to Ain Corporation's massive factory.

It's a place that produces countless items under the leadership of factory manager Horn Fortis Nickrum Petram and deputy manager Eileen Frigia Delphinium.

"Where's Eileen?"

"Well, as always, she's busy drawing and revising blueprints in that back room. Since you're here, go feed her something. Why doesn't she eat unless someone puts food directly in her mouth... tsk."

Horn points to one side while talking about Eileen.

Even as he clicks his tongue, a subtle smile forms at the corner of his mouth, as if he thinks of her as his granddaughter.

"Hmm, I'll go feed the precious engineer since she shouldn't die."

"Good. Now hurry up, we're busy. And before you leave, take care of the performance reports and other miscellaneous paperwork."

"Yes, yes."

So I headed to the back room with a basket containing sandwiches.

When I opened the door with a creak, inside was Eileen, looking like she hadn't washed for days, deeply focused.

"Hey."

"...I don't think this will work like this. Hmm, should I ask the master..."

She didn't seem to hear either the door opening or my voice, as she kept her head buried in the blueprints, busy scribbling away.

"Hey, it's time to eat."

"Hmm... how should I... oh, what? When did you get here?"

I approached Eileen and lightly tapped her head, and only then did she look up with wide eyes.

"Just now. Eat your sandwich and wash up. What kind of appearance is this for a noble lady?"

"Hehe, thanks for the sandwich. Then, aah~"

I can't help but sigh.

Her eyes, which had briefly turned to me, are now fixed back on the blueprints, and with her mouth open, she's waiting for me to feed her. It's truly ridiculous.

"Haah, this nonsense every time..."

"Mmm~ Delicious."

Nevertheless, I picked up a sandwich and put it in Eileen's mouth.

Just as Horn said, she would starve herself while working if no one fed her, so I was personally feeding this precious engineer.

"Eileen."

"Nom nom... yes? Why are you calling me?"

"Aren't you getting quite old now?"

Looking at her carefully, I notice she's lost her baby fat and matured.

Unlike before when I thought she was just a child, now she even has a decadent charm due to her dark circles.

"Hmm... I guess so? Am I twenty-two? Twenty-three this year?"

"It's been five years since then, so you must be twenty-three."

Five years since the Demon King's subjugation.

The child who was only fifteen when I first met her is now twenty-three.

"Wow~ I'm getting old too. Hmm, suddenly I want a cigarette. Do you have any?"

"Stop talking nonsense."

And this girl has become a perfect example of an engineer who smokes heavily.

But is this my fault?

I don't know.

It's not my fault that both Horn and Eileen work like crazy even when given plenty of vacation time.

"Well... then just give me the rest of the sandwich."

"Sure."

At this rate, I wonder if she'll ever get married.

"Nom nom~ Mm, today's sandwich is tasty."

"..."

Damn.

It keeps feeling like my fault.

Even with such thoughts, I quietly fed her the sandwich.

And so.

After feeding Eileen all the sandwiches, I got up from my seat.

"Ah, are you leaving now?"

"I have to. I'm busy so I don't have much time, and I need to see everyone while I can."

Eileen looked at me with sunken eyes and smiled broadly.

"Then please send my regards to the others."

"I will."

"Next time you come, please propose to me. I'm getting quite a bit of marriage pressure, and I think my parents would shut up completely if it's a company president and a viscount."

Crazy girl.

"If you keep saying things like that, Asha will really kill you."

"I was just kidding~ Please give my regards to Lady Asha too~"

"Sigh... alright."

If she gets on Asha's bad side again, she'll be hanging upside down screaming for mercy.

With that thought, I patted Eileen's head and drew my sword to slash through the air.

With a screeching sound, a rift appeared, and after saying my final goodbye, I stepped through it.

And so.

After crossing through the rift again, I arrived at the Seymour Viscount estate in the Sarabati Republic.

I dusted off the ash clinging to my clothes and sheathed my sword back at my waist.

Meanwhile, a familiar voice came from right in front of me.

"Viscount, you've arrived!"

"Yes. Where are the kids?"

For reference, I received the title of viscount from the Emperor after defeating the Demon King.

Ain Griseo Helhart.

I still feel awkward and somewhat embarrassed whenever I'm called by that name, but that's how it is.

"Yaki and Tori are taking care of the children at the orphanage!"

"Then I should go to the orphanage. Let's go."

"Yes!"

Lucia bowed her head to me in greeting and then led the way.

"So you don't need more funding?"

"Hoho! What the Viscount is currently providing is more than enough!"

Lucia is still engaged in activities to help the common people.

Yaki and Tori travel around the world with Lucia to help children everywhere, but they've temporarily returned as I learned from their letter, so I came to visit.

"It should be enough. You've already received more than the 1 billion dera you haven't paid back yet."

"Ah... that. Someday I'll pay it back... even if I have to burn myself to the ground... wait, do you really need to get that back? You have plenty of money."

I heard that they've established facilities including orphanages in each city and appointed branch managers.

However, since this is beyond the financial capacity of a viscount's family, about 30% of Ain Corporation's net profit is being poured into Lucia as support funds.

"It's about the concept, you know. The concept."

"No, with 1 billion dera, do you know how many commoners could be saved? It's not like I'm using it for luxury items, right?"

"I'm joking, so just stick to the concept."

"That's part of the template!"

Ah, who the hell started this annoying speech habit?

I thought that as I smacked Lucia's head and headed toward the orphanage.

And.

In the front yard of the orphanage, there is a tombstone.

- Tersi.

- A woman who dedicated herself to children now rests deeply.

She was already quite old when I first met her in the village where letters flew, so it's inevitable that she departed first.

So I lingered briefly in front of the tombstone with those words inscribed before continuing on my way.

There are so many children.

Unlike before, the children wearing quite neat and nice clothes are smiling brightly and running around.

Among them, of course, Yaki and Tori are patting the children's heads.

"Yaki, Tori."

"Huh?!"

The twins have grown a lot too.

They've become adults now, completely different from before when they were so small.

"It's been a while."

"Ain hyung!"

"Ain oppa!"

The twins ran over and hugged me.

Unlike in the past when they would each hug one of my legs, now they're tall enough to embrace my shoulders or waist.

Hmm, I should really change their names.

Giving a respectable young man the name Yaki and a fresh young lady the name Tori—thinking about it again, it was probably a thoughtless and disrespectful act.

"Have you been well?"

"Of course! We've been doing great!"

Seeing their bright smiling faces looking at me makes me feel even more guilty about the name Yakitori.

Even though no one knows what Yakitori means, I still wonder why I gave them such names back then.

"Let's go inside and talk."

"Yes!"

With such thoughts, I awkwardly raised the corners of my mouth and patted the twins' heads for a long time.

Speaking of which.

The twins said that they're now called saviors as they travel around various countries rescuing orphans.

In fact, their skills are also outstanding, which probably contributes to that perception.

Yaki has the Saint as his holy magic teacher, and Tori has Asha as her magic teacher.

While they might have been just cute at first, now they've reached a level where ordinary people can't even compare.

"You're working hard."

"Ain hyung works even harder!"

"That's right! This isn't really hard work for us!"

Ah.

They're really good kids.

Moreover, as the twins have grown up and matured, they don't even bicker with each other anymore.

"If you need any help, just let me know. And if you urgently need something while traveling, just show the card I gave you before anywhere."

"Yes!"

So I patted the children's heads again.

Those small children have already become adults, and while they might be called saviors or whatever by others, to me they still looked like little kids.

Anyway.

Unfortunately, I didn't have the luxury to stay leisurely on this rare day off.

"Then I'll see you all next time. Take care, all three of you, and send a letter to the mansion if you need anything. If I can't help, Asha will help right away."

"Yes! Take care!"

"See you next time!"

I slashed through the air again and stepped through the rift.

Having built up quite a few relationships, I have many places to visit.

The next person I met was Avery.

"Hey, you bastard."

"Oh... Ain, it's been a while. Haha."

This crazy plague doctor—I told him to stay put in the Ain Corporation factory making reagents, but he's always risking his life.

Whenever he hears news of a plague spreading and people collapsing, he heads there like a madman.

The place I just visited was also where a plague had spread, and all the villagers were sick in bed.

"What are you doing with just protective gear when you have neither mana nor holy power?"

"Haha... indeed, Ain Corporation's plague protective gear is the best!"

"Augh."

He's not in his right mind, so no matter what I say, he just grins and gives me a thumbs up.

"What brings you here?"

"I missed you, that's why I came, because I missed you."

"Haha, if you've seen enough, you can leave now. I'm busy."

See this?

Avery's manners have gotten even worse than before.

"I've never seen such a rude bastard. Hey, I'm a viscount. Where are your manners?"

"Make me ash suppressants. Mass-produce ash treatment. Develop the medicines and reagents we need. I've done all that, so do I need to show respect too...? Ain Corporation's employee treatment is really stingy, haha."

Ah.

"Ah, I shouldn't have come to see this guy. I'm just going to leave."

"Since you've come from so far away, before you go, could you please take care of that polluted river over there..."

"..."

He's been crazy from our first meeting until now. It seems he's fixed his stuttering, but he still doesn't seem to be in his right mind.

With such thoughts, I sighed deeply and followed Avery's guidance to help.

Smacking his head with a loud thwack was just a bonus.

And that's how it was.

The companions who journeyed with me throughout are living their own lives.

The merchants in the market streets smile and greet us as always.

The guys in the valley giggle and drink, and Alicia, who has now become completely ordinary, looks up at me with bright eyes.

"Asha, I'm back."

"You took a long time."

After seeing the faces of the last few people and returning to the mansion, Asha and Eleanor welcome me.

Eleanor has grown a lot and walks with steady steps, while Asha holds their second child, born recently, in her arms.

"Everyone's scattered all over, so it took quite a while to see them all."

"But you enjoyed it, didn't you?"

Both children inherited ash-colored hair and ash-colored eyes.

"Well... yes, I did."

"Fufu... come in. I've prepared dinner."

"Sure."

Resembling Asha, both daughters are lovely despite being small.

Cute and pretty.

I lifted Eleanor, who came up to me, and smiled.
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# 0. Time Flows, and Someone Opens Their Eyes

Time had passed.

After the Demon King's remnants were dealt with, and the divine selection had ceased, many people honored the last Hero and Saint.

Hero Prys, Saint Rua.

Their names were remembered long after they closed their eyes and were buried on a hill full of flowers, through countless years.

The world had changed.

The market streets of the Empire had become completely different, and while the Republic remained a sanctuary for adventurers, nothing familiar remained.

Those who once pushed each other away and rejected one another now mingled together.

Demon Race members were commonly seen in human cities, and Dwarves and Elves clinked glasses together.

And.

Statues of someone other than the Hero and Saint had been erected in various places.

There were places where statues of two people, revered even more than the last Hero and Saint, stood.

The village of Litera where letters flew in, the city of Tevris where night had fallen, the Bercio ruins where timelines intertwined.

Or even in the city of Derium where they bid farewell to the last Hero and Saint, and in the territory of the Demon Race where the black barrier had disappeared.

At least in those places, statues depicting the smiles of an ordinary man and woman stood proudly.

The two Ashen ones who one day suddenly vanished.

The ending of these two people, unknown to everyone, is remembered only through statues.

And so.

Now, children cursed with ashen color are no longer born.

Now, being ashen-colored has become ordinary in the world.

Only after children grew into adults, adults into the elderly, and enough time had passed for them to return to the earth, did the hatred finally end.

The world had changed.

It was a peace created by the Hero, the Saint, and the Ashen ones.

This was the conclusion of the story they changed and overturned.

And there was a woman who couldn't enjoy this peace.

A pointy-eared woman who closed her eyes and returned to her mother's embrace before this world arrived.

A beautiful half-elf who returned to her homeland and laid down only when her final moments approached, after wandering the world.

Selina Floria.

Just another great mage whose records have almost completely faded away.

After the long years that passed, no one remained who remembered that name.

In other words.

Only one person still vividly remembered that name.

The Forest of Elves, Orbis Sylva.

The high priest of the World Tree who had lived there his entire life trembled.

"I have completed it."

He muttered in a hoarse voice and quietly shed tears.

It had been enough time for even the long-lived elves to change generations.

While the normal end for elves is to take their own lives out of boredom and return to their mother's embrace...

"Ah, aah..."

Only one elf, still full of lingering attachment to someone, remained determined even after more than hundreds of years had passed.

It was a magic circle containing his entire lifetime's work, finally created.

What it contained was the resurrection of the dead, which he had desired since losing someone.

So.

With trembling hands, he infused mana, and as the magic circle slowly activated with a "woong" sound, he blankly stared at it.

A form emerged from the center of the magic circle.

A woman's curves were created from thin air and slowly reconstructed.

"Se-Seren... Selina..."

Thus, two figures instantly appeared in the middle of the magic circle.

In other words, they appeared exactly as they had in their most beautiful moments.

The human woman whom the long-lived elf had fallen in love with in an instant, and the beautiful smile of the precious child born as the fruit of their love.

"Semper?"

"...Yes."

At that call, tears continued to stream down without stopping.

It was the woman's voice he had longed to hear for so long.

"Hehe... Father, it's been a while."

"It's been... a while..."

The voice of his precious daughter, whose final moments he could only watch over.

That was why.

That was why he burst into tears like a child, nestled in the arms of the two women.

And so.

After Semper calmed down, Selina, always quick to grasp situations, blinked and spoke.

"So how much time has passed?"

"It's been 937 years since you died."

He had struggled almost 1300 years solely to create a resurrection spell.

"Ah... well. You've worked hard."

"It wasn't... really hard work."

Selina gently stroked her father's head, who seemed like he might burst into tears again.

Her mother, Seren, also smiled softly and held Semper's hand.

"You really... I told you to just forget everything and move on."

"...*sniff*... *sob*..."

"When did you become such a crybaby? Sigh, come here, Semper."

"*sob*... *hic*... I missed you... I kept wanting to see you... *sob*..."

"Yes, yes. Oh my, I see."

So.

There was a kind and beautiful woman who shook her head as if she couldn't help it and busied herself embracing him as he burst into tears again.

And Selina burst into laughter as if she couldn't help it, just watching the two of them from the side.

The two clung to each other for a long time, whispering sweet nothings.

Selina watched her father and mother fondly, then muttered in a small voice.

"...If it's been 937 years, then the people I knew wouldn't be alive anymore."

At that murmur, Semper lifted his head from the woman's embrace and looked at Selina with swollen eyes.

"Ah, that... I forgot the name, but there's a note left by that human couple who brought you back at the end."

"You mean Ain and Asha?"

"Hmm, I think those were their names."

At those words, Selina's eyes widened, and the corners of her mouth curled up.

"Wh-where is that note?"

"Hmm... since it's a note I received almost 900 years ago, I don't quite remember where I put it..."

"It must be where you usually keep your things, Father!"

"Then it's probably in the storage room inside this temple."

As soon as Semper finished speaking, Selina hurriedly got up and ran to the storage room.

It was a very welcome name.

Her last disciple and that somewhat vexing swordsman.

She was extremely curious about what kind of note the two of them had left.

So.

She rummaged through various boxes in the storage room, searching through the items inside, and eventually found a small note.

"Hehe, a note. How cute."

The corners of her mouth curled up slightly.

Curiosity about what they had written kept tickling her fingers.

With a pounding heart, Selina unfolded the note and read the short message.

- Somewhere in a field full of lilacs.

- It's hidden there.

- Your last disciple, Asha Griseo Helhart.

Thinking it was just like her disciple to write such a brief message, she smiled brightly.

"Did you find it?"

"Yes, I found it. It says they hid something where lilacs bloom in abundance, Father."

She showed the contents of the note to her father and mother, who had approached from behind, and urged them to go see it right away.

Of course, after reading the note, a question arose on Semper's face.

"That's strange. I've been maintaining that village and flower field every year, but I never discovered anything."

"Ah, are you talking about our village, Semper?"

It was a question of why he hadn't noticed anything different, since he visited every year to maintain both the flower field and the village.

"That's right. I've been maintaining it all this time."

"My goodness... what a romantic person you are."

But that question was soon lost in another display of affection.

Anyway.

Unable to resist Selina's impatient footsteps, the three left the Forest of Elves and headed to the village full of lilacs.

Selina entered the village with an expectant expression, looking around to see what might be hidden.

"Is there something?"

"Um... what did they hide...?"

"I've been coming every year but haven't found anything special. Maybe they just wanted to play a prank."

However, it was impossible to tell if something had changed or was hidden.

Standing in the center of the village and looking around, Selina couldn't see anything particular, so she just tilted her head in confusion.

"...That can't be right. What could it be?"

"I don't know. I wasn't well acquainted with those children."

After saying that, Semper took Seren's hand, who was excited to be back in her village after a long time, and they walked away.

They were probably going to the house where they had lived together.

So.

Left alone, Selina continued to ponder and think.

"Hmm, I wonder where and how they hid whatever it is..."

No matter how much she looked around, she couldn't see anything special. She had no idea how they had hidden it.

Lost in thought, she absentmindedly took a step forward and splashed into muddy water, as if it had rained the day before.

"The ground is all muddy... wait."

Come to think of it, it had also rained when she visited this village back then.

She had suggested taking a walk to cheer herself up, but she had refused because the ground was muddy.

"...I'd rather fly through the air for a walk."

She clearly remembered saying something like that, then floating up into the sky to look at the flower field and discovering a hidden magic circle.

With that thought, Selina immediately rose into the air.

She floated high and looked down at the lilac field.

"Aha... heh, hehe..."

She could see it.

Something had changed.

The lilac field was in a different formation than before. A magic circle concealing something was traced with lilacs.

Selina looked at it and smiled broadly.

Thinking of her kind disciple who made her reminisce about memories, she smiled and activated magic along the flower field.

Woong-

A faint light enveloped the pale purple petals and fluttered, revealing what had been hidden.

It was.

"Ah..."

A massive mana resonance stone.

"Ah, aah..."

Things that still resonated despite nearly a thousand years passing.

"*sob*... *sniff*..."

It was clearly a unique magic that Selina herself had created, which she had named the Time Prison.

"*sob*... *hic*... *sniff*..."

And in the center, two figures had their eyes closed.

The two people who had stayed by her side until the very end were floating with their eyes closed.

Tears that had started flowing wouldn't stop.

Selina naturally raised her hands and began dismantling the firmly activated magic, and with each mana stone completing its role, her heart pounded.

Whether it was the sound of her own heartbeat or the heartbeats of the two people.

Selina couldn't distinguish even until she extinguished the light of the last mana stone.

However.

There were voices reaching her ears as she shed tears.

"It's been a while, Master."

"I was worried you might not find it, but you did well."

Familiar.

Nostalgic voices.

Hearing them, Selina could only burst into tears like a child.
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