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Prologue

After the Happy Ending

The battle is over.

There are no more enemies to defeat, no more heroines to save.

Yet Red and Rit’s happy story has only just begun.







Chapter 1

Let’s Go on a Honeymoon

Two months had come and gone since our wedding.

Summer had arrived in Zoltan, and all the people who’d been grumbling about the cold, saying they preferred summer to winter, were starting to complain about it being too hot.

Rit and I were feeling just as lethargic as everyone else.

“We’ve got no customers, the medicine’s not selling, and there’s no need to go out and gather more ingredients.”

“I don’t want to go out shopping in this heat, either. At least it’s easy on the purse to just cook up whatever we have at home.”

“Should we have Zoltan soba again today?”

Zoltan soba was made by cooling down cooked spaghetti in cold water, adding whatever ingredients and seasonings you had on hand, and mixing it all together. It was a lazy meal that felt quintessentially Zoltan.

Despite the name, though, it didn’t use soba noodles. Zoltan’s climate wasn’t suited to growing buckwheat, so most people born in Zoltan had never even seen proper soba. Someone who’d moved here from out of town had probably just given it that nickname, and it had stuck.

It was funny how even such a thrown-together dish could have its own history.

“We have a bit of pork and some beans, and there are some eggs left I could soft boil and throw in if you want.”

“With all the different herbs and spices you pick while you’re gathering medicinal plants, there are all sorts of variations we can make, so it never gets boring.”

Before I opened the apothecary, I used to make a bit of money on the side by selling seasonings I collected directly to shops. The Adventurers Guild bought all the medicinal plants, but the price was never great, so it helped supplement my income. It hadn’t made me very much, but the knowledge I’d gathered back then was now paying dividends, letting me delight Rit.

That summer two years ago, when I was all alone after being kicked out of the party and had no idea what I wanted to do, had become a key building block of my life now.

I was always just eating cheap bread and beans back then, wasn’t I…?

“Tonight, I think I’ll try to spice things up and give it a summery flavor.”

“Oh, something summery?! I can’t wait!”

Rit’s eyes glittered in anticipation. I hadn’t had anyone to get excited about food with when I was all alone, which was probably why I hadn’t enjoyed meals all that much.

“All right!” I stood up, raising my own spirits that had withered in the heat. “Let’s make a lazy meal brimming with that good old Zoltan spirit!”

“Haha. Anything I can help with?”

“No, it’s just a bit of chopping and boiling some water. Feel free to relax and watch the store.”

“Sure thing.”

Just as I headed for the kitchen, the bell over the front door rang.

““Welcome!””

“Hello, Big Brother. Hello, Rit.”

“It is hot again today.”

Ruti and Tisse had dropped by.

My little sister was wearing a big white hat to keep out of the sun. She’d lost the Hero blessing during our battle with Demis, so she no longer had the various immunities and resistances it provided, meaning she could actually get sunburned now. Ruti still had the true demon lord’s blessing, New Truth, though, so her position as Zoltan’s strongest adventurer hadn’t changed.

“Oh, that’s a cute fan, Tisse! Where’d you get that?”

“This is a prototype. I started a new business.”

Tisse showed Rit the fan, which was decorated with a landscape painting of Zoltan. It turned out it was an original product made by Tisse. Lately, she had started exploring different commercial enterprises while helping Ruti with the plantation.

“It is made of cloth woven from spider silk. Spiders that have raised their blessing levels can produce far more silk than normal spiders. I gathered some of Mister Crawly Wawly’s friends and offered them food and a safe place to live in exchange for some of their thread.”

“Oh wow! This feels really nice.”

“There is a trick to weaving the threads…”

Tisse had been studying business so that she could support Ruti as she tried to make a life for herself without her blessing, but now she was using that knowledge for herself.

“I’m helping, too.”

“Yes. When a prototype is completed, I ask Ms. Ruti to test it first.”

They both smiled.

Thinking back, Tisse had been added to the Hero’s party to replace me after I was kicked out. Our abilities were completely different, though, so it made no sense to choose her to fill the spot I’d left behind. This was a result of Ares’s antagonism toward me. He’d taken on everything I’d been doing and selected someone who could assist him as the new party member.

It’s strange how things work out sometimes…

“Right! I was just about to make lunch,” I said. “You two are welcome to join us, of course.”

“Yes, please!”

“I was planning on just having Zoltan soba today… Is there anything else I can make with what we’ve got?”

“Zoltan soba…?” Ruti cocked her head.

“You haven’t had it before? It’s just spaghetti mixed with whatever ingredients and spices you have handy.”

“I know of it, but I’ve never tried it…and I’ve never heard it called that before.”

“Ah, I guess you’d normally call it a kind of hodgepodge spaghetti olio.”

Most people raised here tended to call it Zoltan soba. That said, even though it was a traditional regional dish, it was also just a quick and easy home-cooked meal that was easy to make during summer and not something a restaurant would serve. It wasn’t the sort of food a B-rank adventurer like Ruti would come across.

“Now that I think about it, I didn’t really make it much last year.”

“Anyone who saw you now would probably mistake you for being born and raised here.”

Rit nodded along with Tisse’s comment.

I guess I had been following the easygoing Zoltan way of life a lot more this summer than last. I’d been practicing with my sword in the cool evenings, but it had become more a form of exercise to stay in shape rather than training with real combat in mind.

How long has it been since I fought a monster…?

“I can’t wait to try your lazy cooking, Big Brother.”

“You always seem to add an interesting twist to your dishes, so I am curious as to what sort of food you make with minimal effort. It may prove useful for the pet restaurant business I am working on with Mister Crawly Wawly.”

“Uh… Honestly, you probably shouldn’t get your hopes up. You’re still working on that idea of a restaurant exclusively for pets, Tisse?”

“Yes, it is open on a trial basis. Mister Crawly Wawly took the cooking skill for the purpose of opening this restaurant.”

Mister Crawly Wawly poked his head out from inside Tisse’s hood. He looked quite proud of himself.

“You’re probably the first spider to ever take the cooking skill,” I told him.
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Standing in the kitchen, I thought a little bit about the meal.

“No, they said they wanted to try my lazy cooking, so I should just make something without thinking about it too much.”

I looked through the dwindling pantry and pulled out a few vegetables that caught my eye. I cut them small enough to cook easily and boiled them with salt, then mixed some spices I had into palm oil to use as flavoring. Next, I cooked the noodles in the same water I’d used to boil the vegetables, dunked them in cold water, and mixed it all together.

What you saw was what you got in terms of flavor, but it was a good fit for a hot day.

“It’s done,” I called out.

There was a patter of footsteps from the living room.

“I’ll help carry it.”

“Thanks.”

I smiled at Ruti, who’d come to give me a hand. Between us, we brought out the four plates of food.

It was another happy summer day.
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We all gathered around the table and started eating.

“Mm, delicious!”

“Mhm, it’s perfect for a day like this.”

Rit and Ruti were both enjoying the meal. It was a sight I’d gotten used to by now, but it still always warmed my heart.

“I see. By limiting the number of pans and dishes used, the process naturally becomes streamlined.”

Tisse’s and Mister Crawly Wawly’s reactions implied that this was a novel experience for them.

“I’m not confident it was, but do you think this was useful in some way?” I asked.

“Of course. With this, if our customers increase, we will be able to produce a much wider variety of dishes with minimal adjustments at the cooking stage.”

“You’ve really got things sorted out, don’t you?”

It was nearing two years since Red & Rit’s Apothecary had first opened, but I didn’t really think that much about running it. I just went down the list of what we were running low on and made medicine in that order.

“But you have a lot of food on the menu, don’t you? I don’t imagine you could cook food for spiders and dogs in the same way.”

“That will be a challenge. We’ll need to gather a variety of ingredients, too.”

“Hehe, that’s where I come in,” Ruti piped up. “The plantation is running smoothly, so I was thinking it was about time we increased the size of our field. I can grow plants that aren’t for human consumption for Tisse to use at her restaurant.”

“Huh! But even fewer people grow those compared to medicinal plants.”

“It will test everything you’ve taught me, Big Brother.”

Ruti clenched her hands, all fired up to face the challenge.

She’s so cute.

I really wanted to give her some advice, but cultivating wild plants that humans had never farmed before was beyond the scope of my knowledge.

“I’ll be cheering you both on.”

“Yay!”

“Thank you very much.”

The two of them could find joy even in failure.

I was sure they’d be fine.
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“By the way, Ruti.”

“Mm?”

“You accepted the offer from Zoltan’s council, didn’t you?”

“Yep.”

In light of her achievements as a B-rank adventurer, Ruti had been offered a seat on the council. In any other city, this sort of thing would’ve happened because some faction or another wanted to get a local hero on their side, but in Zoltan, it really was just an attempt to have people who were active in the town sit on the council.

With Bighawk gone, the Thieves Guild was behaving itself, and politics in Zoltan were running smoothly on the usual basis of seniority.

“But I only agreed because that’s how Zoltan does things,” Ruti continued. “Whatever my experience, on the council, I’m just another member. I can offer my thoughts as someone running a plantation and as an adventurer… Anything more than that, I can think about doing once I’m an old lady.”

“It’s still impressive,” I said.

“Yeah,” agreed Rit. “I refused them all.”

Ruti really was a hero in every sense of the word.

Zoltan was a happy place, but there were still problems between the city guard and Southmarsh, where the newest immigrants tended to live. It wasn’t just a Zoltan problem, of course; those conflicts happened everywhere, but the people who moved to Zoltan tended not to be overly ambitious and just wanted to live in peace, so it wasn’t as serious an issue as in most other countries.

But even so, just because it wasn’t as serious didn’t mean it should be left to fester…and Ruti was the type of person who was always thinking about what could be improved.

She didn’t want to rule Zoltan, nor did she have any intention of taking all the responsibility on herself.

She was just doing what she wanted to do.

That was the life she had made for herself here in Zoltan.
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After we finished lunch, Ruti and Tisse helped out around the shop. Hardly anyone came by, though, so there wasn’t much to do and we spent most of the day just chatting.

“Oh, so that’s what’s been going on with the Adventurers Guild?”

“Yeah. The younger generation is growing up and filling out the upper C ranks. Galatine is happy to see it.”

The guild chief of the Zoltan Adventurers Guild had retired last month, and Galatine had stepped into the role. From what I’d heard, he’d implemented a number of changes to improve the guild so that they weren’t always relying on Ruti and Tisse. Parties that had only ever needed a chance to live up to their potential were making a name for themselves, and this had lit a fire beneath all the adventurers who’d previously been satisfied with their ranking, getting them more fired up to take requests. All in all, it sounded like things were heading in a really good direction.

“And if you’re teaching them how to fight, Ruti, of course they’ll all get strong.”

Ruti smiled bashfully at my compliment.

That was probably Galatine’s biggest new initiative: an adventuring course taught by a former Hero. Apparently, it was open to all members for free, with Ruti’s services being paid for by the guild.

“Is business going well, Big Brother?”

She glanced at the door, which hadn’t opened once since they’d arrived.

“Well…it’s summer.”

“I guess there’s no helping that,” Ruti said with a wry smile.

This was just what Zoltan summers were like.

“Hmm,” Rit suddenly murmured, crossing her arms.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I was just thinking we’d probably sell more medicine if adventurers weren’t slacking off.”

“Now that you mention it…”

Unless parties had a skilled healer, everyone who went out adventuring needed medicine.

“I wonder if it’s because we don’t really deal in magic potions.”

“If people are getting paid more and don’t have to worry about money so much, they might be buying the rest of their medicine at shops that sell magic potions…”

Magic potions were made by imbuing a specialized liquid with a spell. Drinking one was the same as casting the spell on yourself. They were convenient for people with blessings that didn’t let them use magic, but they were expensive. A magic potion for the most basic of spells was around fifty payril, while a powerful potion for something like extra cure went for seven hundred and fifty payril.

A single use would blow everything a D-rank adventurer made from a job, leaving them in the red. Even so, it was important to have a supply of them for tough quests. The general idea was to put aside some of the money you made from more difficult, higher-paying jobs and use it to stock up on magic potions.

If there are more high-level adventurers, I guess it only makes sense that we’d get fewer customers.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would have this sort of effect on your store…”

“You don’t need to apologize, Ruti. It’s good that the quality of adventurers is improving. And with more people moving up, rookies will move in to take their old spots.”

“That’s right. What you’re doing is a good thing,” Rit added.

Ruti looked a bit relieved when we said that, but her expression quickly hardened.

“Even if I change something because I think it’s a good idea, it affects other places, too… I’ll remember that,” she murmured.

“You’re so reliable—in a completely different way from when you were the Hero,” Rit said, and I nodded in agreement.

The girl whose thoughts had been limited by her blessing, who’d only been able to copy my way of thinking, was gone.

I’m sure Ruti will leave her mark on Zoltan’s history. And maybe I’ll get a footnote as a member of her family.

I found that kind of funny and let out a chuckle.

“So, Red, what sort of countermeasures are you thinking of taking?” Tisse asked.

“Countermeasures…?”

That was a pretty difficult question to answer.

“Hmmm,” Rit murmured, crossing her arms beside me. “I can’t think of any off the top of my head.”

“Me neither.”

My blessing was Guide, so the medicines I could make were limited to those that came from common skills available to everyone. We stocked medicines that were useful for mid-level adventurers and higher, but an apothecary run by someone with an Alchemist or Herbalist blessing was going to have a better selection.

“In which case, we might have to finally resort to that!”

““To what?!””

Ruti and Tisse looked at me expectantly, but I…

“What’s ‘that’?”

I honestly had no idea what Rit was talking about.

“I’m thinking it might be time I started helping you make potions!”

““Ohhh!””

Rit clenched her fist, and Ruti and Tisse both applauded.

“You mean, make potions using your magic?”

“Exactly! My Spirit Scout isn’t a specialized mage blessing, but it should be useful enough to make a potion for C-rank adventurers who are low on magic in their party or if they find themselves in a pinch!”

We’d had the idea of making magic potions way back when Rit first started helping out with the shop.

“Back then, we were trying to figure out how to build a reputation for an unknown store, and you were against it because potions using my magic would be just like any others.”

“You remember that too, Rit? That brings back memories.”

We had been trying to find something original to distinguish Red & Rit’s Apothecary from everywhere else. The medicinal cookies we’d come up with together were still one of our biggest sellers and brought in new customers even now.

“We also didn’t want to exhaust your magic power to make them…”

Battles were everywhere in this world. There was nothing to save you if you lost because you ran out of magic power at a crucial point.

“But if adventurers are improving, then Rit the hero can relax and use her magic in peace, right?”

“Yeah. Megria hasn’t come around with any requests lately, either.”

“It caused such an uproar when I first moved in here.”

“There was a whole crowd of bigwigs all gathered out front.”

Rit and I both smiled, remembering the scene.

“Maybe it’s about time I passed my title on to Ruti and Tisse.”

“Ruti and Tisse the heroes?”

They both looked a little awkward when I said that.

“I don’t really want it.”

“I also find it a bit uncomfortable. It sends a shiver down my spine.”

“Aww. Then you can have it, Mister Crawly Wawly.”

Mister Crawly Wawly, who had been on the table drinking some water, looked up at Rit and swayed happily.

“Yeah, I knew you’d understand! Henceforth, you shall be known as Mister Crawly Wawly the hero.”

“…!!”

He started hopping around happily at inheriting Rit’s title.

“Well, that’s probably a good fit for him.”

It sounded like a joke…but thinking back to everything he’d done, I thought it definitely suited him. We all gave a round of applause as Mister Crawly Wawly struck a valiant pose.

“Now you can relax. Then, as long as it’s not too much for you, Rit, we can start making magic potions.”

“Yay! Now I can work with you making medicine.”

I couldn’t use magic, so I didn’t really know what it felt like to exhaust your magic power, but it seemed different from the pleasant sort of exhaustion you felt after a reasonable amount of exercise.

When we’d gone to the Wall at the End of the World, I had shared all my magic power with Yarandrala and Rit and been so exhausted I almost passed out.

“Our main focus will still be the medicines we already sell; our goal for the magic potions will be to supplement whatever C-rank adventurers are lacking when they come to buy medicine. We won’t make too many.”

“Hehe, thanks. I think however many we make while we’re just enjoying ourselves should be enough. After all, the main purpose of these magic potions is to get adventurers who’ve been here before to come back again.”

Up until now, Rit had stayed watching the counter whenever I’d been making medicine. If we were going to be working together starting tomorrow, we’d have to come up with a schedule…

“Well, I guess we can just close the shop while we’re working.”

We could decide based on how we felt at the time. Zoltan was the sort of town that would accept that.

“…We’re a bad influence on you, Tisse, since you’re still working hard trying to get all sorts of things up and running. Pretend you didn’t hear that.”

“I have lived here in Zoltan for over a year now, so I believe it’s a little late for that,” Tisse said with a smirk.

“Anyway,” Rit said, redirecting the conversation and looking over at Ruti. “We’ll be fine, so just do whatever you want, and don’t worry about us.”

“Okay… Thank you, Rit.”

Rit was a member of the Loggervian royal family. I had a feeling there was more to that comment than just concern for Ruti’s well-being.

Maybe Ruti will start coming to Rit for advice more often rather than just coming to me.

Rit and Tisse both knew a lot of different worlds.

I was sure that the four of us would keep chatting around the table like this for a long time to come.
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That evening, I’d gone to the market to gather the ingredients we’d need to make the magic potions and was on my way home.

“Maybe I should bring some food back from the pub for Rit.”

Rit never complained, but eating Zoltan soba every day got boring. The heat made it hard to eat out at a restaurant, but since I was already running errands, I could always bring back something.

“Hi, I’d like to order some takeou—”

“The world is doomed!!!”

A woman’s shout pierced my ears.

“Wh-what?”

Glancing around the pub, I saw the other customers were all directing annoyed looks at a lady sitting at the bar. Wine bottles filled the counter in front of her.

The woman drinking herself stupid without having eaten anything…was Eremite.

She was red-faced, slumped across the countertop, wearing her cleric robe with her eyes still blindfolded.

It was a pretty sorry sight… Hadn’t she been living on an island away from people for her ascetic path?

“I can no longer use my prophecy skill… We have been abandoned by God, thus the world is doomed, QED!”

Ah, she was wallowing in despair because Demis had stopped intervening in the world. I felt like I was partly responsible for the situation, but I didn’t want to have to deal with a drunk person, so I stayed quiet.

As I was trying to sneak away, a saint called her out.

“You’re drinking again!”

“Tantaaa, have a drink with me.”

It was the half-elf boy Tanta.

“Ms. Eremite! You promised you wouldn’t drink anymore after you were kicked out the other day! People no longer believe you’re an important cleric!”

“I’m not important anymore.”

“Get a hold of yourself!”

Tanta was taking care of Eremite, who had become a bit of a hopeless case. We hadn’t killed Eremite in the hopes that she would grow into someone who could help protect Tanta, only for it to turn out like this.

I feel like I’m partly responsible, but I’ll just hide so she doesn’t notice me.

“Tanta, you’re the only one who cares about me.”

“Well, we are acquaintances…and if you feel that way, then stop drinking.”

“Why don’t you come with me to Last Wall and become a cardinal? We can make a lot of money and go out drinking together.”

Ugh… She was so devoted to her faith that being unable to hear God’s voice anymore left her in this state. It’s so sad.

I wiped the tears in my eyes with a handkerchief, still hiding. There was no way I was getting involved.

Also, the age gap here’s bordering on criminal. I really hope someone stops her…

“Tanta! There you are!”

“Ume!”

Ah, a hero’s emerged!

“Is that old lady bothering you again?!”

“Help me out, Ume. We need to get Ms. Eremite out of the bar.”

The poor boy’s savior was a girl the same age as him, named Ume. She was a female friend who seemed to want a relationship with Tanta, but he was too pure for her to make any headway.

…That was when the woman in complete despair for her life barged back into the scene.

“How rude. A child like you simply cannot understand the allure of an adult woman.”

“You’re always wearing the same clothes. They’re white, too, so the wine stains are obvious, and the edges are all frayed. What’s the allure of that supposed to be?!”

“Hrngh…”

“U-Ume, c’mon, just leave it at that.”

Eremite fell into depression, overwhelmed by the young girl’s retort.

“Yeah, you’re right… I spent my whole life devoted to my faith, so I don’t know anything about the allure of a woman. I’m just…just so wishy-washy.”

“Ugh! Even the way you talk about yourself is annoying!”

One of the strongest people on the continent was being chastised by a child. It was a hellish sight, and Tanta intervened, unable to endure it.

“Th-then, why don’t the three of us go get you some new clothes? If Ume helps you pick out something cute, you should be able to become an alluring woman.”

“Huh?!”

Tanta hurriedly took them both by the hand as Ume glared at him.

“C’mon, let’s go!”

“Wait, Tanta! I-if we’re going to go on a date, it should just be the two of us…”

“Ahh, you’re stronger than you look. It makes a nice contrast.”

The three of them left amid a tumult of noise…

“Hmm?”

But just as they were leaving, Eremite glanced over to where I was hiding.

She noticed me even in the middle of all that? Even having sunk this low, she’s still one of the strongest clerics.

Her lips moved without making a sound.
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“‘Don’t interfere’…?”

And with that, Eremite was dragged away by Tanta, a sloppy smile on her face.

For someone in the pits of despair, she sure seemed to be enjoying herself.

It was just another peaceful day in Zoltan.
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The next morning…

“That should be good.”

I nodded to myself as I examined the sign on the door:

RED & RIT ARE CURRENTLY WORKING TOGETHER TO MAKE MAGIC POTIONS.

Anyone who saw it would know that we couldn’t help them right now, and that we would be starting to stock magic potions.

“Mm, I’m glad I splurged and went with teak for the sign.”

Teak was a wood used for ocean-faring ships. It was durable and had a pronounced grain. Our sign would catch people’s attention, making it worth the effort of going out to the market in the heat yesterday to buy the wood.

Rit had written the message. She’d learned proper penmanship during her education as a daughter of nobility, and her writing combined elegance and easy intimacy in a way that was impossible for me to replicate. I had learned to write reports as a squire, but I’d only been taught how to form the letters properly so anyone could read them.

When I first came to Zoltan and registered at the Adventurers Guild, Megria had commented on how neat and soldierly my writing was, so I’d hastily practiced to make it look messier.

“…All right, time to start working with Rit,” I said, firing myself up before heading back inside.
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I was in the workroom, mashing white berries into a paste.

“You can also soak them in boiling water first to soften them up, which is easier, but it also increases the liquid content.”

“Liquid content?”

Rit was sitting beside me, watching me work.

“The ingredients get diluted. It won’t change the effect, but the bottle needs to be bigger to hold all that liquid, making it less convenient to carry around.”

I mixed an extract from another plant into the paste, strained it through a silk cloth, and dissolved it in distilled water.

Gotta make sure the water doesn’t boil.

“While this solution is distilling…this is where we imbue your magic.”

I put a glass bottle into the still and lit the flame.

“Huh. I’ve used my magic for potions before, but I was only ever called in for the last little bit…so this is new.”

Rit looked intrigued as she nodded and put her hands close to the bottle.

“Should I imbue it with Cure?”

“Yeah… I was thinking three cure potions, then three Delay Poison potions, three Resist Fire potions, and one Power of Bear and Power of Elk potion each, followed by a two-day break for a total of six days. What do you think?”

“Delay Poison, not Cure Poison?”

“Cure Poison is a higher-level spell, so we’d have to use different ingredients.”

“Ahh.”

“And three Cure Poison potions would be rough even for you, right?”

“Yeah. I’d need you to really pamper me after all that.”

“You don’t need to make Cure Poison potions to get me to pamper you.”

I got a little embarrassed saying that, and Rit smirked happily seeing my face.

“Okay, I’m raring to go! I think Friendly Water and Sturdy Earth would be good, too!”

“Spells to make it easier to move in water and to walk across any terrain, huh? All right, let’s make some of those as well.”

They were both spirit magic spells that would be valuable for parties that could only use clerical or mystic arts.

“My magic interacts with the natural environment through spirits, though, so there aren’t a lot of spells you can imbue in magic potions.”

“That’s probably the reason there aren’t a lot of people with spirit magic-type blessings making potions.”

Spirit mages could use several standard mystic and clerical spells, so it was a useful ability to have, but mages who specialized in those fields were more in demand when it came to potion-making.

“We’ll turn that on its head with our magic potions!”

“Yeah, that’s the spirit! We’ll start with the standard magic potions any adventurer would know, but we can also try to make some based on your experiences.”

“Good idea! I’ve never seen a magic potion with examples for how to use it written on the bottle. It’ll be something only Red & Rit’s Apothecary can make!”

I’d said it wouldn’t be the main focus of the shop, but once we set our minds to it, we both started getting fired up.

I watched Rit as she got to work imbuing the potion with the Cure spell. Seeing her face, I found myself growing more and more excited about the days to come. While Rit kept on infusing the potion with magic, I got to work making the catalyst.

By the time the fourth potion was finished, it was a little after noon. Just as I was thinking it was time for lunch and debating whether to open the store in the afternoon—

Thump, thump!

—a loud knock came from the door.

“Sounds like someone’s in a hurry. I wonder who it is.”

Rit and I quickly went out into the shop, and I opened the door.

“Oparara!!”

“Heh, heh-heh… Hey, Boss, I screwed up.”

The high elf oden stall owner Oparara was standing there clutching her arm, pale-faced.
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“I can’t believe that you, of all people, knocked over a pot.”

“Haha… I got no excuse.”

I carefully applied some medicine for the burns on her arm.

Oparara had apparently been helping out at a friend’s house, but her hand had slipped and she’d knocked over the pot.

“But I swear on my name as an oden cook, I wouldn’t have messed up like this if it was oden I was making.”

She looked deadly serious as she tried to explain herself to me, and I gave her a wry smile.

Though, well, I get how she feels, not wanting your professional reputation to be colored by a mistake when you were relaxing away from work.

“There, that should be good.”

After putting a cloth soaked in medicinal extract around her arm, I wrapped the wound with a clean bandage. I wasn’t medically trained, but I’d done more than my fair share of emergency first aid on the battlefield. For something like this, I was pretty confident I was better than the average doctor.

“Whew. That feels a bit better. It’s a good thing your shop was nearby.”

“The pain should pass within a week, and with a high elf’s vitality, there shouldn’t be any scarring.”

High elves hardly ever had scars. Yarandrala had lived an even more adventurous life than I had as a knight, and there wasn’t a mark on her body. Of course, I’d only ever seen that much of her skin when I was a young boy, so I didn’t know whether that was still the case.

“Haah… I really messed up. Ruined a nice farewell party.”

““Farewell party?””

“So you know Sancho, who lives in the house over there, is squire to a knight?”

“Oh, yeah, he was Sir Mace’s squire during the fighting with Queen Consort Leonor. I heard Sir Mace was wounded in the fighting and is still recovering…”

“Right! Well, unfortunately, his injury’s still causing him some problems, so he decided to retire and let his son inherit his title.”

“Ahh.”

“But his son said he wasn’t fit to be a knight yet and insisted on going off on a journey for a year to train.”

“I see. So Sir Mace is having his trusted squire join his son on his trip?”

A young knight born out on Zoltan’s frontier was setting out on a journey to see the world. It was a believable enough story, but it could be dangerous, and his father was worried enough to want to send his squire with a wealth of experience to support his son.

A rash, young knight and an older, experienced squire… It sounded like a pairing fit for an interesting story.

“If Sancho’s going off on a journey, maybe we should give him a magic potion as a going-away present.”

“You know him, Rit?”

“Yeah. The previous owner of the mansion I lived in was a man named Baron Peele. His wife was from the same family as Sancho’s former master, Sir Mace, so I sometimes took jobs from Sancho when I was working as an adventurer.”

“Huh, what a twist of fate.”

It turned out Sancho had been the middleman for some of Rit’s quests.

From the way she described it, it sounded like he’d been a good client.

“In that case, I’m sure he’d appreciate a magic potion as a going-away present.”

“Yeah! Thanks, Red!”

Magic potions were pricey, but if Rit wanted to give one to a friend for his journey, then of course I was all for it.

“All right, I’ll use some extra special magic to make one more potion tonight!” Rit said, brimming with enthusiasm.

I’d have to check on the ingredients for making a higher-level potion.

“Yeah, I’m sure that’d make him super happy,” Oparara said. “Looks like something good came out of me getting burned at least.”

“Those are two completely separate things…”

“Ahaha… Still, it’ll be lonely, having two regulars leave Zoltan like this.”

“Two regulars?”

From what we’d just heard, Sancho was one of them…but who was the other person suddenly leaving?

Oparara looked surprised by my reaction.

“Tisse, of course! I’m gonna miss her, leaving out of the blue like that.”

That was news to me.
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“Tisse! Ruti!”

Rit and I had headed out to their plantation without even eating lunch.

“Big Brother?”

Ruti looked a little surprised to see us, but she stopped weeding the field and hurried over with a smile.

“I’m happy to see you, but why are you here?”

“There’s something we want to—”

“Is it true Tisse is leaving Zoltan?!”

Another look of surprise crossed Ruti’s face.

“Yeah, she’s planning to leave Zoltan in the near future.”

“Wha—?!! Why?! And why didn’t she tell us?!!”

“Umm, she didn’t say anything because she hadn’t settled on when she would leave.”

Ruti stepped back, overwhelmed by the look on Rit’s face. It was the sort of thing you never would have seen back when she was the Hero.

…Hm? What’s with Ruti’s reaction?

I put a hand on Rit’s shoulder to calm her down and continued to question Ruti.

“Where’s Tisse now? Is she working with you today?”

“I think she’s in the harbor district.”

“Is she booking passage on a ship?!” Rit exclaimed, then slumped sadly.

“I didn’t think you’d miss her so much, Rit.”

“Of course I will! Tisse is such a close friend!”

“Yeah, I’m going to miss her, too.”

Ruti seemed deeply moved by Rit’s outpouring of emotion.

“Let’s try finding Tisse,” I suggested. “I think it would be better if we heard it from her directly.”

“Okay,” Ruti said with a nod. “I’ll take you to her.”
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Now that the war against the demon lord’s armies was over and the world was at peace, merchant ships were sailing all around the world, filled with goods needed for the rebuilding. However, the harbor in Zoltan was as quiet as it had been during the war.

The only difference of note was Yarandrala’s ship, which was floating in the harbor, currently under construction. The midsize vessel was a new model with a narrow, arched prow that almost resembled a katana. I was surprised she’d been able to get a ship like that built in Zoltan without any proper facilities.

“Ohhh… So that’s what it was,” Rit said with relief.

We were in the room of a lodge in the harbor district.

“Yes. I am very sorry for causing a commotion.”

“It’s not your fault; it was a misunderstanding on my part… Sorry for making such a big fuss.”

In the end, it had all been a misunderstanding…or, rather, that we hadn’t had all the details. Tisse really was leaving Zoltan because she felt it was about time to head to the Assassins Guild headquarters and report back.

“With all the things going on with Ms. Ruti, I have kept putting it off. However, with the war over, I felt like I should finally get around to making my report.”

“You haven’t reported back since Ares hired you?”

“I reported that the contract was still in progress. The reward was paid in advance, and there was a bonus if the demon lord was defeated, so there should not be an issue. Still, I would like to make a proper report that the job has been completed.”

That made sense. I could imagine how awkward it might feel continually reporting back to say that the job was still ongoing.

“Also…” Tisse’s expression grew serious. “With Demis distancing himself from the world, the impulses of blessings have weakened… The Assassins Guild will surely shrink in size.”

“Right. It’s an organization designed for people whose blessings chose them to live as assassins in order to help one another, so without those impulses, there will be some who retire.”

“Yes… Which is why I was thinking I might be able to give those retired assassins a chance to live a different sort of life.”

“Ahh, and that’s why you were trying to start up all sorts of different businesses here?”

“Zoltan can be somewhere for them to settle down or simply to rest their wings before finding a new path and setting out again. I want my comrades to be able to work normal jobs, enjoy good food, and sleep in a safe place… The same sort of everyday life that I managed to find.”

Unlike Ruti, Tisse’s lack of expression was something that had been trained into her, so she’d remained the same while Ruti was starting to become more expressive. Even now, Tisse didn’t show much emotion, but her eyes were filled with a fiery passion and hope.

“Rather than a meaning imposed on me by my blessing…by Demis, I believe this to be a fate that I have chosen.”

Although she’d been born with a blessing that set her to work as an assassin, Tisse had found her calling creating a new path for her fellow assassins who retired after being released from those impulses.

Blessings had been a failure in terms of achieving Demis’s goal, but Tisse had still gotten something out of the life she’d lived constrained by hers.

“Hehe, how wonderful,” Yarandrala said as she walked in. “Sorry to keep you waiting. This is an herbal tea grown in Kiramin.”

She set down cups of tea for everyone at the table.

It was Yarandrala whom Tisse had been meeting with.

“What a nice aroma,” Rit commented blissfully.

The tea had a distinctive smell that evoked a spring breeze, befitting the eternal springtime of Kiramin.

“You got this all the way from Kiramin?”

“Do you know the adventurer Maya and her party?”

“They’re a group of three, right? I know them. They come by our shop pretty regularly to stock up.”

Maya the Soldier, Oliver the Thief, and Keith the Mage.

I heard they were away from Zoltan on a big job…

“They were looking for a way to make some money, so I wrote them a letter of introduction to the Kingdom of Kiramin and gave them a job. They should be able to make a considerable profit buying high elf handicrafts and selling them in other towns.”

“Huh, that’s even further from here than Loggervia, and they still made it back safe.”

“This tea ended up being quite pricey, but the story of their adventure was well worth it,” Yarandrala said with a smile.

“Sorry you put out such expensive tea when we came by just to talk to Tisse…”

“It’s fine, I bought plenty. I wanted my friends here in Zoltan to learn about the tea from my homeland.”

Yarandrala looked out the window. Her ship could be seen just outside, floating in the harbor.

“It’s almost finished,” I said.

“Yes, all that’s left is furnishing the interior. Functionally, it’s already complete.”

“It should be able to reach the port near the Assassins Guild headquarters in no time.”

“Indeed. I watched them sail it nearby as a test, and it was incredibly fast, both with a tailwind and a headwind,” Tisse said, sounding a little excited. “No other ship I have ever seen, even including express ships that use magic, is able to consistently match that sort of speed.”

That was why she’d come here: to ask about traveling on Yarandrala’s ship.

“A ship built using dark continent designs that came to us from the war with the demon lord’s armies… It’s an incredible thing.”

“The mast and the shape of the sails are inspired by Veronia’s galleons. I kept only what was most effective and focused on increasing the efficiency.”

It would be fair to say that Yarandrala’s ship was the next generation in sailing. It was a midsize boat, but if her design was scaled up, it could very well change the seas of Avalon.

“You’re pretty amazing, Yarandrala.”

“Thanks. That means a lot coming from you.” She smiled softly as she looked right at me.

“Sorry, Yarandrala,” Rit said. “I also ended up disrupting you because of my misunderstanding.”

“If you’re apologizing, then I should, too,” I added. “Sorry for just showing up on your doorstep without warning.”

“It’s not a problem at all! Thanks to that, we got to share a nice cup of tea. And also…” Yarandrala looked out the window at her ship. “Oparara wasn’t wrong about you losing two regulars.”

“Yarandrala?”

It came out as a question, but I already knew what she meant…because I’d known all along that this would happen someday.

“Red, Rit, Ruti… I’m sure now that you’ll be able to live blissful lives here in Zoltan forever. Nothing could make me happier.”

“I’m glad. But where’s this coming from?” Rit asked.

There was a hint of sadness in Yarandrala’s smile.

“I’m going to leave Zoltan along with this ship. This…is goodbye.”

Yarandrala was a hero. She loved a peaceful life, but she also loved the adventure of facing the unknown.

I’d known this day would come eventually.

But that didn’t change how much I was going to miss her…
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That night, Rit and I were lying in bed next to each other, looking up at the moon through the window.

“Everyone’s leaving.”

“Yeah.”

A lot of things had happened since I first arrived in Zoltan, and a bunch of people had come to this small frontier city. The days had been turbulent and lots of fun…but with peace returning to Zoltan, everyone was leaving.

Habotan and Torahime had stayed for our wedding and left Zoltan seven days later. I had heard they’d traveled around gathering up the remnants of the demon lord’s armies and taken them back to the dark continent. The organized invasion had already fallen apart, but the remnant bands had resorted to banditry to survive, so with them gone, things would be safer everywhere.

“I hope they’re both doing well.”

“They’ll be okay. Habotan’s a strong kid.”

The daughter of the demon lord was a self-proclaimed ninja who knew nothing of the world. It already felt nostalgic to remember how surprised she’d been by the new world around her and how she’d always had a smile on her face.

“And Yarandrala’s leaving, too…”

“Even though she said she wasn’t going to leave Zoltan when she decided to build her ship.”

Rit and I both shared a wry smile at her fickleness.

“I’m sure she built the ship just because she felt like building one, but then once she saw it finished, she must’ve started wanting to go out sailing the world… Yarandrala’s the same as ever.”

“Do you think she’ll come back when she misses us?”

“Of course! With that ship, she can come back anytime she wants from anywhere in the world.”

It wasn’t like we’d never be able to see her again.

That said, Yarandrala was a free-spirited hero. The reason I’d first met her back in the capital was because she’d been working to resolve a problem for the high elves living there at the time.

There had been countless incidents all over the world that had stirred up her spirt of adventure.

It’ll be a few years—no, probably at least a decade—before she comes back to Zoltan.

We wouldn’t see her that often anymore.

“After all, we aren’t going to be leaving Zoltan very much.”

“Right. We have our store…so maybe every once in a while for a vacation?”

“A vacation, huh? The world has calmed down, so maybe we could go on a trip to the hot springs.”

We started talking about all the sightseeing spots we’d been to before, as a way to distract ourselves from the sadness of not being able to see Yarandrala as much, but the places we’d been active in were a long way from Zoltan and too far for a vacation.

“It would be pretty hard to get away. We’d have to close the shop for a full season.”

“Maybe like a once-in-a-decade trip… We could do something to celebrate ten years of business, then take a long break for a vacation.”

“That’s a nice idea. I’m sure the world will have recovered a lot in another eight years. I’d like to travel around and see the cities when they’re all thriving again.”

As we talked, I started getting sleepier.

Chatting with Rit, it felt like the loneliness of our friends leaving had eased a little.

Ah, a trip… If we’re going far, then we’re going to have to go by ship for some of it… Zoltan’s trade ships are limited in where they go, so we’d have to pay to charter one, otherwise it would be too inefficient…

As I was thinking up what were mostly pointless plans for something eight years in the future, I suddenly realized something and bolted upright.

“We have to go on a trip!!”

“Wha—?! Why’d you suddenly shout?”

Rit’s sky-blue eyes widened.

“Rit, a trip! We have to go now if we’re going to have a honeymoon!”

“A honeymoon?!?!” Rit shouted in surprise.

Sitting up in bed, we turned to face each other.

“If we’re talking about commemorating dates, then the biggest one right now is our first marriage anniversary,” I pointed out. “It’s summer, when hardly any customers are stopping in, and Yarandrala’s leaving Zoltan. So, shouldn’t we go on our honeymoon now?!”

“You have these moments where you suddenly get all fired up for some strange reason…but I agree!” Rit said, throwing her arms around me. “And we can spend a little more time with Yarandrala!”

I held her soft body as I continued.

“As for where to go…I want to take you to my hometown at least once.”

“Your hometown!”

“It’s a place called Angle, just a nondescript little rural village. Still, I’d like to tell my parents properly.”

“About getting married?”

“And other things, too… I want to tell them that my and Ruti’s battles are over and that we’re happily living our lives now.”

Ruti and I didn’t have the best relationship with our parents. They were too normal to be able to deal with a daughter with the Hero blessing, so that only made sense.

…Demis must have foreseen it would be unlikely for the Hero to be loved by their parents. That was probably why I was in touch with my Guide blessing from birth, and why my sense of self developed rapidly the moment Ruti was born.

But even as strained as my relationship with them was, our parents had seen Ruti and me off when we left on our journey and had prayed for us to stay safe.

“Ehehe, your home, huh? …I can’t wait.”

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up too much. It really is just a normal little village.”

“Still, I’m sure a little village off the main road in a foreign land will have some things an adventurer from Loggervia like me has never seen.”

“Yeah, I guess so. Just like how there was a bunch of new things for us to see here in Zoltan.”

It was an ordinary village like most others in Avalonia, but it would probably be a new experience for Rit since she had been raised in the north.

That would make me happy.

“Then will you meet my father, too, Red?”

“Eh?”

I completely froze up. Rit had left Loggervia because a family struggle seemed to be brewing. Was it really all right for her to go back?

…Well, it’s her family, so it’s her choice.

“Of course. The last time I met him, I only got to talk with your father about the war, so it would be nice to just chat gazing out over the castle gardens.”

“I can hear your voice quivering.”

“…Your father, the king of Loggervia, went on a journey all around the country to right injustices when he was a young man, right?”

“Yep. He took on the world with a wooden sword in hand.”

“Haha…”

Rit said it as if it had nothing to do with her, and I could only give a hollow laugh.

“It’ll be okay,” she reassured me. “There won’t be anything you need to worry about. I just want to tell the people I care about that I’m happy, too.”

“…Yeah. I guess we should.”

Even though it was a choice Rit had made herself, all the people of Loggervia knew was that the hero who’d saved her homeland had left without accepting any reward in order to protect it again.

Her first thought, before worrying about difficult topics like politics and the state of the country, was to let them know that she was happy.

“All right, it’s settled: We’ll go on a honeymoon traveling to both our hometowns. We can have fun seeing the sights and sharing the foods that we love!”

“Yay! I’ll go get a map!”

It was bedtime, but we both got up and I turned on a lamp.

In the light of the flickering flame, Rit and I started discussing our first trip together like excited kids.
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The next day, Rit and I closed up a little early and headed to where Yarandrala was staying in the harbor district.

“A honeymoon on my ship?!”

Her eyes sparkled with excitement hearing our idea.

“How wonderful! In that case, I would love for you to use my ship!!”

“Thanks. I had a feeling you’d say that.”

Yarandrala looked genuinely happy, and we couldn’t help but smile with her.

“When do you want to leave?”

“We were thinking of timing it with Tisse’s departure, but has that been decided yet?”

“The plan is to set out in ten days. Though that depends on the results of the test tomorrow where we’re sailing the ship around the harbor with a load of cargo.”

“Do you think there’s likely to be any issues?”

“No, I’m confident in my ship. I designed it to have plenty of leeway in terms of carrying capacity. The real limit would be filling the holds completely to the brim, but even then, it shouldn’t sink.”

“Amazing.”

“Well, it’s designed to be an adventuring ship, not a cargo ship, so the holds are on the smaller side.”

Although Yarandrala said that, based on what she’d explained about its capabilities, her ship truly was revolutionary. If someone made a bigger version and used it for long distance trade, they would likely make a huge profit.

“There’s probably a lot that can be done with that shipbuilding tech.”

“Hehe. You’re right. While I’m on my trip, I’ll be thinking about what I can do for the world as it rebuilds.”

Yarandrala’s voice brimmed with excitement in anticipation of her newest adventure.

She was a hero through and through.

“Then shall we start planning to leave in ten days?”

“Yeah. We’ll need to let the customers know… I’ll go out to the clinics and merchants tomorrow.”

Even traveling on Yarandrala’s ship, it would still be two months or more before we made it back to Zoltan.

We’ll have to make sure to get everything ready…and I’ll have to go out to the mountain and gather plants to make what we need.

“Oh!” I suddenly remembered. “We just started making magic potions, and now we’re going to close the shop. What a waste.”

We’d been planning to start advertising the magic potions Rit made to adventurers, but if we left before word began to spread, people would get used to buying them from other stores and not come back… That was a shame.

“I have an idea about that, actually,” Rit said.

She put her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest with confidence.

Just what had she thought up? I waited excitedly for her to tell me.

This was just another side of Rit that I loved.
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“Red & Rit’s Apothecary is currently having a sale to commemorate our honeymoon!”

Rit’s voice rang out across the room.

In what was a rare sight for a Zoltan summer, a huge crowd of customers had packed the store.

“Three styptics, one tonic, and one cure potion. Thank you for your purchase.”

“Ahh, I’m jealous of you two going off on your honeymoon. I ended up buying a bit extra to celebrate.”

“At this price, I would’ve bought it even if it wasn’t a celebration.”

“And Rit the hero herself made these magic potions, so even if they aren’t any more potent than normal ones, they’re bound to bring good luck.”

The adventurers were excitedly buying up our medicine.

“I never thought we’d get this many people in with a sale just to celebrate our honeymoon.”

In Zoltan, even a sale didn’t really bring in people in during summer, but Rit had been right on the mark. The one thing that could get these layabouts to move even during summer was a festival. That was why so many people had come by our shop to celebrate our honeymoon.

“Here’s your beer.”

“Thanks! Oh, it’s nicely chilled!”

“Can I have one, too, Ms. Rit?”

“You’re too young for alcohol. Have this lemonade instead.”

“It’s so cold!”

That was also Rit’s idea, offering every visitor a cold drink and a slice of Ruti’s cured meat or a medicinal cookie for free. Not everyone was buying medicine, but regular customers who saw people overflowing into the yard would notice something was happening and stop by, too.

“Big Brother, I finished washing the cups.”

“I will refill the shelves.”

“Thanks, you two.”

Ruti and Tisse were helping out, which let me focus on dealing with the customers at the counter.

“I’ll take this, thanks. And I hope you have a nice honeymoon!”

“Thank you very much! This is a powerful painkiller, so only take it when it hurts, and don’t take more than three pills a day.”

It wasn’t just the magic potions, either; our normal medicines were also selling well. We had huge discounts on everything today to try to clear out our inventory, figuring that selling out now was better than letting it all just sit in storage and start to lose potency. These sorts of discounts tended to upset the Merchants Guild and any competitors, but we had the excuse of clearing out before our trip, so they had been willing to overlook it just this once. Also, it was a Zoltan virtue not to say something tactless like that at a celebration.

Of course, we weren’t just making everything cheap.

“We’ll have another sale when we get back from our honeymoon, so be sure to come by again! We’re planning to regularly stock magic potions, and they even come with advice on how to use them from the person who imbued them with magic—me! Look forward to it!”

“““We’ll definitely be back!!!”””

We were also trying to get the adventurers here interested in the magic potions we’d started stocking so they would come back when we reopened.

Rit’s goal in this wasn’t only to boost sales today, but to make sure we had a solid customer base when we returned.

“That’s my Rit. I couldn’t ask for a better partner.”

“You got that right… Ehehe.”

After sounding all smooth, Rit broke into a grin. It was so cute I couldn’t help grinning back at her.

No. I’ve gotta keep it together in front of customers.

“Yo, look at this crowd.”

“Big Bro Red! We came to celebrate!”

“A honeymoon, huh?! Pretty fancy! This from the guy who haggled me down on the cheapest bed I had…”

The half-elf carpenters Gonz and Tanta and the half-orc furniture craftsman Stormthunder made a noisy entrance.

“You came!”

“Of course we did—we’re celebrating our friends, after all! Plus, I heard there was free beer…”

“Seriously, Uncle Gonz?!”

“Haha, I expected you to say that. Rit’s handing out beers over there.”

“Woo-hoo!”

Gonz and Storm excitedly hurried over to Rit, leaving Tanta behind.

“Sorry, Big Bro. They really do hope you have a nice trip, though.”

“I know. I’ve known them for a while now… They’re both good friends.”

It was the Zoltan way for people to get in on the fun whenever there was something to celebrate. Gonz and Storm were enjoying themselves drinking beer and getting into the festive mood celebrating our honeymoon.

“I tell you, they really haven’t changed at all.”

“Ahaha. I do wish they’d at least stop drinking so much that they ended up hungover, though.”

“But you’ve changed, Tanta.”

“Huh?”

“You were just a little kid when I first met you.”

Tanta was working as a carpenter with Gonz now. The boy’s hands had become the hands of a craftsman, and he’d filled out and put on more muscle. Maybe it was because of his Cardinal blessing, but there was a wisdom in his eyes that hinted he would be a future leader.

“I’m only starting out. Since I started working with Uncle Gonz, I’ve realized just how little I understood about how incredible he is… There are so many things I need to remember if I’m going to catch up that I wonder if I’ll ever get there.”

“Well, he is the best carpenter in Zoltan. Or do you not like all the studying?”

“No, I do! And with every new thing I learn, my skills will improve and the homes I build will get better! This is still the best job!” Tanta said, his eyes glittering.

“Hearing you say something like that… It makes me proud I was able to save your eyes that day.”

I gave the boy a pat on the head, then held out my hand for a handshake.

“Be sure to come by again when we get back.”

“I will. Have fun on your trip!”

I was surprised again by the strength of his grip. I had no doubt that the next time I saw him, Tanta would have become an even more reliable young man.

Business was booming today at Red & Rit’s Apothecary, just as Rit had planned. But if we’d tried something like this back when we first opened, there wouldn’t have been nearly as many customers.

It warmed my heart. The joyful mood in the shop right now was proof of the life we’d lived in Zoltan.







Chapter 2

A Deserted Island, a Hot Spring, and Yarandrala

The clear summer sea spread out before our eyes as Yarandrala’s ship cut through the waves, its sails filled with a favorable wind.

“It’s been a while since we traveled on a ship.”

Rit was standing at the prow smiling sweetly as her hair fluttered in the breeze.

“Zoltan’s already out of sight.”

It had been a while since we’d left it behind, but I kept saying it.

I’m feeling a bit restless…

“We’ll be out of Zoltan waters soon.”

“Right.”

“This is your first time leaving Zoltan since you moved here, isn’t it?”

“Well, I was trying to keep a low profile and hide my identity.”

I’d been living in a cheap townhouse while saving up money to open the apothecary and hadn’t been using my strength to earn more as an adventurer. I had been disheartened and depressed, but even that period of my life had been necessary.

“When I lived in the capital, I spent a lot of time as a knight traveling around to different regions… This is the first time I’ve lived in a single town since I grew up back in Angle Village.”

I had left the village when I was a child, just eight years old. The normal day to day of a poor adventurer in Zoltan had been a completely new and different sort of life.

“Getting emotional?” Rit asked, and I nodded.

Even without a mind-reading skill, she could still tell how I was feeling.

“It’s strange even to me, that I would have this strong a reaction to traveling now, after spending all that time on the road.”

“Hehe. I traveled around a bit every now and then before we started living together, so I’m used to that part…but I’m really excited to be able to go on a trip with you.”

I moved next to Rit, and she hugged me.

This trip meant a lot to me. The world I’d seen so much of as the knight Gideon, I was now visiting as Red from Zoltan.

“It’s just as relaxing as always.”

Yarandrala was back near the stern, holding the wheel with a smile.

“Walking, it would take half a day to reach the border, but this has taken almost no time at all.” Tisse was looking at the coast in the distance through a telescope. “This way, I should be able to get back to Zoltan a couple of weeks earlier than planned.”

“I would’ve gladly brought you back, too.”

“No, taking me one way is help enough. And you will be heading straight off on your adventure… After this, our paths will diverge.”

“Yeah.”

Tisse’s expression didn’t reveal it, but we all could tell how sad she was about that.

“I had a terrible first impression of you, but looking back, even that feels nostalgic now,” Tisse said to the high elf.

“I was sure we’d get along from the start, though.”

“Should the person on the attacking side really say something like that?”

Yarandrala laughed cheerfully.

Her ship was fast, though. We wouldn’t be able to see these sights for much longer…

Just then, the door to the hold opened.

“It was a rat.”

Ruti appeared holding a cage with a rodent inside. Mister Crawly Wawly was sitting on her head, holding a little spear and gesturing like a guard who’d caught a criminal.

“Dear me, it’s the maiden voyage, and one already snuck in,” Yarandrala said, looking slightly surprised.

“Squeak,” the rat brazenly cried out from inside the cage.

“This is no ordinary rat; it’s the greatest villain of all ratkind,” Ruti said, completely deadpan.

“That’s high praise coming from you…”

“Mm. While I did hold back not to break the ship, there aren’t many creatures in this world that can dodge my punch.”

“It did?”

Who would’ve thought there was a monster of a rat like that in Zoltan?

“It’s a villain after our food, but it would be a shame to kill it.”

Ruti held the cage up to her face and stared at the rat. It didn’t recoil, but glared right back and kicked the cage, trying to intimidate her.

“It’s like a young thug trying to threaten the jail guards.”

Rit and I went over to Ruti.

“What do you mean it would be a shame to kill it? We’re at sea, and if we let it out at a port, it would probably cause trouble for some other ship.”

“I’ll keep it. I’ve been thinking I want a friend like Mister Crawly Wawly.”

Mister Crawly Wawly hopped in surprise, then erupted with indignation over being compared to such a hooligan. But the next moment—

“Squeak!”

The rat’s tail cracked like a whip, splitting the cage in two.

“A martial art!”

That was Tiger King’s Claw!

It was a strong move that even Martial Artists like Danan used!

The blow was powerful enough that Ruti had to cover her face with her left hand.

“SQUEEEEAK!!”

If it were a human, that loud cry would have been an explosion of all the strength in its body. The rat’s shrill squeal echoed across the deck and it feinted, leaping at Ruti before nimbly twisting backward. It slipped neatly between Ruti’s fingers as she tried to catch it and fled into the sea.

“Ah… It’s a long way to land… You would’ve been better staying on the ship with me…”

Ruti sadly called out to the rat as it swam powerfully across the waves. But it got further and further away and didn’t look back once.

“A rat with a Martial Artist blessing… That’s something you don’t see every day.”

“It even used a real martial art!”

I couldn’t hide my surprise. Neither could Rit.

“If it’s this little guy using it, though, maybe it should be called Rat King’s Tail rather than Tiger King’s Claw,” I said.

“That feels rather underwhelming, so perhaps a different name would be better. What about Ratty Surprise Tail?”

“I can’t say I understand your naming sense, Tisse.”

It’s a miracle Mister Crawly Wawly ended up with his adorable name.

“Are you thinking something rude?” Tisse asked pointedly.

“No, of course not—”

“Big Brother.”

Ruti cut our conversation short. When I took a step closer, she’d already rushed up right in front of me.

“Console me, please.”

Ruti took my hand and put it on her head.

“There, there. That was unfortunate.”

“Mm. It was.”

I gave her a reassuring pat on the head. Ruti seemed to be growing up and doing a good job taking care of herself, but at least in this sense, she hadn’t changed.

“I really should’ve hired a few sailors! I can’t believe I’m the only one who didn’t get to see the Martial Artist rat!” Yarandrala grumbled from the stern where she was steering the ship.

From back there, she couldn’t see the door to the hold where Ruti had been standing. We all laughed at how genuinely disappointed she sounded, then wandered over.

“It was amazing. Ruti was holding this wire cage that can even hold a small monster, and look, it’s split clean in two.”

“That’s a splendid cut. It reminds me of Danan.”

“Yeah, that had to be the Danan of the rat world.”

“Gaaah! Now I’m even more disappointed I didn’t get to see it!”

“Okay, for Yarandrala’s sake, too, I’m going to go catch it again.”

“Huh?!”

Ruti looked like she’d made up her mind.

“How are you going to do that?”

“I’m going to go swim out and grab it.”

“Wait a second!!”

I quickly grabbed Ruti’s arm. She’d already started walking to the side of the boat. She was the sort of girl who if she said she was going to do something, she’d do it.

“Don’t stop me, Big Brother.”

“That’s the Danan of the rat world. It isn’t the sort of animal that would accept being someone’s pet.”

“Hmph… That’s true.”

It looked like she had given up… Phew.

“Hehe, thank you, Ruti. It’s a shame about missing the rat version of Danan, but I’m glad I got the chance to travel with you like this.”

“Me, too… It makes me happy to go on a trip and talk with you, Yarandrala,” Ruti said, smiling bashfully.

We all had our own goals for this trip. Rit and I were on our honeymoon. Tisse was reporting back to the Assassins Guild. Yarandrala was setting out on a new adventure.

And as for Ruti…

“I want to talk to Mom and Dad.”

That was what she’d said. She was closing out her travels as the Hero by telling our parents that her journey was over.

“Still, I was really surprised when you said you want to travel on your own.”

“Mm.”

Ruti would accompany us to Angle Village, then after we left, she’d head back to Zoltan alone.

“Living in Zoltan taught me there are lots of things I wasn’t really able to see when I was the Hero…so I want to go on another trip, this time as myself.”

“I’m sure you’ll make a lot of good memories,” Yarandrala said, her voice filled with happiness at how much Ruti had grown.

“That said, it is a strange feeling…,” I mused. “I never would’ve guessed the last place we’d all travel together would be our hometown.”

“There’s nothing strange about coming back to where you started your journey.”

Our party for this trip would be disbanding in Angle Village. After we’d all discussed our plans, Tisse and Yarandrala had both said they wanted to see Ruti’s and my hometown. After a few days in Angle Village, we would all head our separate ways.

“By the way,” Yarandrala said, changing the subject, “would anybody mind if we took a three-day detour?”

“A detour? Rit and I aren’t in any particular hurry, so I guess it’s fine by us…”

“I don’t mind, either,” added Ruti. “But Tisse needs to get back to Zoltan to set up her businesses.”

“Yes… I can spare three days, though. What sort of a detour is this?”

Tisse looked slightly confused, and Yarandrala flashed her a brilliant smile.

“It’s a little out of the way, but I wanted to visit Canelé Island.”

“Canelé Island… It’s a volcanic island, right? From what I’ve heard, it’s uninhabited by humans and the monsters there are really powerful.”

“No surprise that you know about it, Red.”

“What’s there?” Tisse asked.

“I know, some hidden pirate treasure or something!” Ruti said excitedly.

“No, nothing like that,” Yarandrala admitted. “Though, searching for pirate treasure would be fun, too! I know plenty of pirate hideaways from my time as a sailor!”

“Haha. Treasure hunters would be better off searching for a high elf sailor than any treasure maps,” I joked.

There was probably a timeline where, with the world at peace, we’d gone on an adventure like that around the world with Yarandrala as captain. Just imagining it gave me a little thrill.

“Like Red said, Canelé Island is deserted by people and ruled over by monsters. But three years ago, the demon lord’s armies invaded and drafted the monsters to fight.”

“Apparently, it was even too much for them to continue sending soldiers across the sea for a war that went on for years.”

During the fighting, the demon lord’s army had given off the impression that they were a powerful force that would conquer and dominate the entire continent. However, after three years of fighting, it had been tough for them to hold out…or so Torahime had told me. Her tales as one of the four heavenly lords in command of the demon lord’s armies were a series of tragedies that had struck a chord with a former knight like me, who’d also led soldiers.

Torahime and I had occasionally consoled each other regarding our mutual struggles over drinks.

“They conquered the island, brought the monsters to heel, and sent them to the front lines—but they found something else of value on the island.”

“Something valuable…? The normal thought would be volcanic minerals, but there’s no point in us taking a detour for something like that.”

“Apparently, they did extract sulfur there. But of course, that’s not what I’m after.”

“Volcano… Sulfur… You mean…?!”
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Tisse’s eyes lit up.

“That’s right—hot springs! Dreadonna of the Flame had the idea to create a hot spring facility for treating wounded soldiers and relieving stress!”

“The demon lord’s armies’ hot spring?!”

That was a surprise.

However, demons whose impulses drove them to obey higher-class demons hadn’t made up the majority of the army—it had mostly been orcs and dwarves who could get disgruntled and lose morale just like humans and elves. There were even cases of it getting bad enough to lead to mass desertion in the face of the enemy.

The demon lord’s armies used both the carrot and the stick to maintain morale.

“How interesting!!”

Tisse was leaning forward excitedly as she listened.

Needless to say, the rest of us were all in favor as well.

“Great. I was pretty sure you would all say that!” Yarandrala smiled and spun the wheel. “Hard to port! Set sail for Canelé Island!”

““““Aye aye!!””””

This last trip of ours was starting to get exciting!
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The coast of the island was thick with nature, as was common in the south seas. Closer toward the smoking Canelé Volcano at the center of the island, however, the trees had withered, and the slopes leading to the crater were desolate and devoid of foliage. The contrast was beautiful, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it became a famous tourist destination.

The ship anchored in the deserted port.

“Wow. There’s even a proper wharf.”

“It is clear they were hard at work here.”

Ruti and Tisse both sounded impressed as they scanned the empty port.

“It looks like it’s been at least a year since anyone was here, so be careful not to step on any rotted planks.”

“I know, I know. You really think I would make a mistake like that?”

Rit walked nimbly across the pier and down to the beach.

“Yep, it’s still solid.”

We all disembarked and walked along the wharf. It was dirty, but with a little cleaning, it would be perfectly functional as a port.

“There’s a pipe coming down from the volcano,” Ruti said, pointing. “Something set up by the demon lord’s army?”

“Seems like it… Is that drawing the water for the hot spring?”

The simplest idea would be to draw the water down to the base of the volcano and build the hot spring facility in a place that was easy to get to…

Yarandrala looked around.

“It looks like we need to investigate a bit first.”
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Moving along the beach, we found several buildings constructed on sturdier ground.

From the outside, they looked simple and plain yet strong, apparently having been built by the demon lord’s army during the war. Inside, the furnishings were in disarray from being abandoned, but although the walls and supports were filthy, they showed no sign of collapse.

“This one’s a cafeteria!”

“Over here seems like housing!”

Rit and I stuck our heads out the windows to share what we’d found. There was a smudge of dirt on her face. It was adorable in a way, and I couldn’t help smiling.

“Mrgh.”

Noticing it from my gaze, she wiped away the smudge with her handkerchief and then pointed to the left side of her face. I touched my own cheek…and my finger came back covered in dirt and dust.

Standing in the abandoned buildings on an uninhabited island left behind by monsters and the demon lord’s army, Rit and I smiled excitedly at each other.
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“There’s not much here other than the hot spring facility.”

We’d reconvened in the facility manager’s house to go over our findings.

“What about the building connected to the pipe?”

Yarandrala and Tisse had gone to check that out, since Rit, Ruti, and I didn’t know about any sort of machinery a hot spring might have.

“From what we found, that’s definitely the bathhouse.”

“Then, it’s like we thought? The pipe’s drawing water from a hot spring at the top?”

“Not exactly.” Yarandrala handed me a stack of papers bound by a string. “These documents show how the facility was run. They were left behind by the demon lord’s army.”

“Huh. Come to think of it, they must’ve had to evacuate quickly since they didn’t tear it all down.”

“It’s not like it’s a military facility, so it probably wasn’t really necessary,” Ruti said, looking at the papers. Then, in an annoyed tone, she added, “Dark continent writing is hard to read.”

We used the same shared language, but the grammar structure was completely different from what we used on this continent. According to Torahime, the style used on the dark continent was closer to the original language that Demis passed on in his scripture, and ours was more abbreviated and full of slang. During their long history of separation, the two continents’ languages had evolved.

“Going off these documents, it seems like that pipe combines gas coming out of the volcano with water from the river.”

“Gas…?”

“Theoretically, it’s more efficient to use gas from above ground rather than drilling deep into the earth to plumb water for a hot spring. There’s not much ground water on this island, either.”

“Is that…really a hot spring?”

“Hmm, theoretically, it’s more like a hot spring–style bath… Aren’t you excited to go in and try it out yourself?”

“Absolutely!” Tisse exclaimed, raring to go. “This is a new type of bath, and you can only judge a hot spring by experiencing it firsthand. If people were afraid of the unknown, no one ever would have gone into a pool full of discolored water that gave off a strange odor. Yes…hot springs are a symbol of courage!”

“O-oh…”

I was taken aback by Tisse’s sudden, impassioned declaration. But she was right.

“Can we go in straight away?” Ruti asked Tisse.

“The water is not coming out at the facility here. Whatever machinery is at the top seems to have stopped.”

“Okay. So, the next step is to hike up there,” I said.

“Should I get some hiking gear out of my item box?” Rit offered.

“Yeah, just to be safe.”

Despite saying that, it wasn’t that far to the top and didn’t look too difficult. It was shaping up to be a pretty relaxing hike.

“It may be a good idea to prepare for poisonous gases.”

“Rit and I should be able to notice anything like that,” Ruti said. “And if things get dicey, I’ll use my magic.”

“We can rest easy with the two of you.”

Tisse had brought it up just to be on the safe side, but this party could handle most environments.

“So, should we set off?”

“Well, if we leave now, we’ll be spending the night there.”

“Yeah, it depends a bit on the condition of the trail, but the sun will probably be setting by the time we make our way back, so camping at the top would be safer.”

“In that case, let’s stay here tonight,” Yarandrala suggested. “We can climb the volcano in the morning, get the machine running, and come back down to a nice bath.”

“Good idea. A nice scenic climb in the morning, then we’ll wash off the sweat in a hot spring while looking up at the moon… I’m sure we’ll need to clean up the bathhouse, too, so let’s do that.”

“““Agreed!”””

With Rit, Ruti, and Tisse all in agreement, we decided to spend the night here.
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“Got you!”

“Now you’ve done it!”

Rit splashed water on me, so I splashed her back.

That evening, after we finished cleaning up the bathhouse, we’d decided to go to the shore. We hadn’t been to the beach yet this summer, so this was the perfect opportunity.

“How is it?”

“Hmm. I don’t think it will work as a sand bath.”

Tisse’s body was buried up to her neck as she chatted happily with Ruti.

Ruti always kept beach clothes in her item box, so she had changed into an adorable swimsuit.

“We should have brought swimsuits, too.”

“Yeah, if I’d known we were going to take a fun little detour, I would’ve packed one.”

Rit and I were just wearing normal clothes.

“This is fun!”

Her cheerful voice echoed over the beach that was empty save for us. The wet fabric clung to her body, her skin visible through the translucent shirt.

…It’s a good thing this place is deserted.

Even now, I blushed seeing how cute Rit was.

“Everyone! Dinner’s ready!” Yarandrala shouted from across the beach.

Mister Crawly Wawly was waving his front legs at us as well.

“All right, shall we go back?”

“It’s already dark? Time goes way too fast when I’m with you, Red.”

Time flies when you’re having fun.

Holding hands, we walked over to Yarandrala. My hand was cool from playing in the water, which made me feel the warmth of Rit’s hand all the more clearly. A little way away, Ruti was furiously digging Tisse out of the sand.

She was buried deep in there… It really is a good thing this place is deserted.

Watching the sand fly through the evening sky, I thought to myself what a pain it would be like to get caught up in all that.
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We’d brought a table out from the cafeteria. It was currently filled with a big platter of baked lobster, coconut and seafood soup, bread and cheese, and cups with coconut water.

“And here’s yours, Mister Crawly Wawly.”

The little spider’s meal was a shallow soup bowl of lobster stew.

“I mixed a tiny bit of sugar and a little water into a paste for the seasoning.”

“Oh wow, you made a meal specially for him?”

“Hehe, the recipe’s all his. I just made it according to the instructions.”

“You’re amazing, Mister Crawly Wawly.”

Cutting up the lobster on the platter, we enjoyed a fun dinner out on the beach. All the food was delicious. I’d taken the cooking skill when I first started traveling with Ruti, but before that, Yarandrala had usually been the one to cook whenever I saw her. Even if she wasn’t a chef, I felt a certain nostalgia eating her food.

“It’s already been a year since we went to the island with Tanta and his family.”

“Time flies.”

That trip had been the catalyst that brought Tanta into contact with his blessing. It felt like just yesterday, but it had already been a year.

“It sure does.” Yarandrala looked at me warmly. “Meeting you again in Zoltan, fighting alongside you in Loggervia…the first time we met in the capital, I can remember your face like it was just yesterday,” she said, touching my cheek. “Humans really do grow up so fast… Those changes are captivating to us high elves, but it’s also a bit sad.”

“Yarandrala…”

“Don’t say that,” Rit said with a frown. “We’ll be living in Zoltan from now on, so you can come see us whenever you feel like it… With that ship of yours, no matter where in the world you are, it’ll take you no time at all, right?”

“Heh, of course I know that. It’s just, seeing how much you all change can be overwhelming at times.”

Yarandrala was a hero—she couldn’t be anything but a hero. No matter how fun it might be living with us in Zoltan, she couldn’t suppress her adventurous spirit.

That was what made Yarandrala who she was…but I understood. She must be lonely now that I was no longer a hero as well.

By the time we finished dinner the sun had set and the sky was dark.
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The next morning, we set out from the base of the volcano, and about two hours later, we safely reached a small hut built in the rocky, sulfurous zone.

“It smells awful.”

“That’s the scent of hot springs,” Tisse explained.

“It isn’t as tall as the Wall at the End of the World, but I really love this view of the sea extending all the way into the distance.”

It made me so happy to see Ruti enjoying the scenery.

“Red, give me a hand,” Yarandrala called out.

“Sure thing. Be right there.”

Rit and I headed toward the pipe just outside the hut.

“I don’t know what this part does. Could you two take a look?”

“I don’t really know much about the workings of hot springs…”

“But you’re good at analyzing things, right? Even if it’s just figuring out what this part does, could you take a look?”

“Hmm.”

Dark continent engineering was said to be a hundred years ahead of ours. There didn’t seem to be all that much of a difference in terms of magical technology; the big gap was in the engineering knowledge necessary to understand how magic powered their machines.

“Let’s try disconnecting this part and moving it.”

“All right.”

I hadn’t seen equipment like this before, but it wasn’t all that complex.

Yarandrala and I were moving parts around, trying out a few different things, when—

“Red! Something’s coming!” Rit shouted.

There was a loud explosion above my head, and a black shadow charged toward us with frightening speed.

A monster?! This is bad! If I dodge, it’ll break the machinery!

“Spirit of the eternal boulder, become unbreakable fangs to strike my foe! Stone Knuckle Rit Special!”

Rit leaped into the air. Her spell was usually used to coat your fist in rock to hit an opponent, but she had applied it to her foot. Her leg slammed down on the monster like a stone hammer, sending it crashing to the ground.

“A slime?!”

The cloudy yellow, liquid body shuddered from the impact.

It was a species of slime called a roaring gunk—a carnivorous monster that stored gas inside its body and used that to finish off its prey.

“It leaped using the gas explosion to propel itself? …Good job, Rit. That was the perfect way to handle it.”

Blades weren’t effective against advanced slimes like roaring gunks. Even if Rit had cut it, it would have just split in two and attacked both me and Yarandrala, and the hot spring facility along with us. Blunt force didn’t do that much damage either, so the best thing to do was stop it from attacking.

“Standard protocol is to attack it with magic, but…”

“No, I’ll take care of it. It would be a pain if the gas it has stored up reacted with the magic.”

Given we didn’t know how much gas it had stored up, we couldn’t rule out an explosion destroying the machinery here.

I held my sword level with my chest.

“Rit, can you just take care of the poison gas?”

“Leave it to me! Breath of Wind!”

Wind swirled around me, rendering the poison gas ineffective.

“Big Brother!”

“It’s okay.”

I’m not going be fighting much more from now on, so I’ve got to at least try to act like a big brother for Ruti while I still can.

With my sword raised, I closed the distance head on.

The roaring gunk’s body began to bubble. The next moment, it shot a fiery jet of gas at me—but the flames were a feint. The real attack was the four tendrils that flew toward me from my blind spot.

It’s got the Savage Fighter blessing.

Savage Fighter was optimized for brute force, without any of the techniques of Martial Artist. It was the sort of blessing that seemed made for monsters.

“?!”

A roaring gunk didn’t have any emotions, but the way it froze up when its trump card completely whiffed made me think of a person panicking.

“Lightning Speed.”

The mastery skill for the common skill High Speed. All it did was raise movement speed, so even going all-out, a body blow wouldn’t be any more powerful than a normal running tackle. It was the first skill I’d raised to mastery (which I’d done to be able to race to Ruti as soon as possible if she was in danger) and my signature move.

In close combat, this rapid acceleration was the ultimate trump card. I had trained myself to reach top speed in just a few steps, and combining that with the techniques I had learned, it looked to opponents as if I’d just disappeared.

“Haaah!!”

Raising my voice and using all of my body, I swatted the roaring gunk with the flat of my bronze sword as hard as I could. Slimes were resistant to blunt attacks, but it still did some damage, and the slime’s body bubbled as it tried to fix its deformed shape.

“…There!”

I thrust my sword into its body. You could tell the location of a slime’s core—its one and only weak point—from where its regeneration began. My sword hit the core perfectly, and the roaring gunk broke apart, gas bursting out from all over its body as it lost control.

“Big Brother!”

I sheathed my sword and started walking back to everyone as Ruti ran up to me.

I guess that was pretty Big Brotherly, right?
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“Whew. This water feels so nice.”

I was resting in the hot spring, looking up at the summer moon through the window.

After I had defeated the slime, Yarandrala had been able to get the machine working again without a hitch. We’d headed back down the mountain and were now soaking in the bath.

A hot spring in winter was nice, but it also felt great to feel the exhaustion melt away after a day out in the heat hiking up and down a volcano.

“This is great!”

“It was worth the effort.”

Rit was lying back with her arms spread out, enjoying herself. Her large breasts were floating in the water…leaving me at a loss for where to look. Ruti was doing the same next to her. It was clear from her face how much she was enjoying the hot spring.

“It certainly feels like a hot spring. The heat retention and humidity are on par with a quality one. The lack of any distinguishing characteristics may be a drawback for some people, but you could also describe that as being what makes it suitable for anyone and everyone. The interior has room for improvement, though. It would certainly be better with a bit more decoration to liven it up.”

Tisse was mumbling to herself with a completely serious expression. I couldn’t really say anything, though.

…Anyway, I was enjoying the hot spring in my own little corner.

“Red, quit hiding and come over here,” Yarandrala called out.

I just shook my head.

It was crazy to think the demon lord’s army hadn’t split up the men’s and women’s bathing areas…but unlike the last time something like this happened, I was a bit more composed. I was more than satisfied just enjoying the hot spring and gazing up at the moon while listening to everyone else having fun.

“Tisse,” Yarandrala said.

I didn’t look over, but I did listen in.

“What is it?”

“I have a proposition for you all.”

“Us all…as in the Assassins Guild?”

“I knew you’d understand! I think that virtue is part of why Ruti was able to trust you.”

Yarandrala had a proposal for the Assassins Guild?

“Why don’t you try to make something of Canelé Island here?”

“What…exactly do you mean by that?”

“Just what it sounds like. Setting up base here and running the resort as a public front, while trading sulfur and volcanic minerals as a source of funds. What do you think?”

“…That is quite a surprising, sudden proposition.”

“It can be part of your strategy to create businesses for retired assassins. In this case, not for retirees or anyone taking an extended break, but for people in between jobs to rest for a short while and earn some money on the side.”

“Is it not a little over the top to claim a whole island simply for that purpose?”

“Maybe… With the impulses of blessings weakening, the era of people having to become assassins just because they’re born into it is coming to a close, but there will always be those who want to have someone killed. That isn’t something that comes from a blessing but from the hearts of people.”

“I understand.”

I nodded to myself while listening. Yarandrala was right. The Assassin blessing came with the impulse to assassinate people, but there was no blessing with the impulse to hire people to assassinate someone. It was hard to imagine a day would come when assassination no longer existed in the world.

“In this new world, it will be even more important for the Assassins Guild to be an organization for assassins, not an organization for assassinations. This island has economic worth, is highly defensible, and has value as a transit and resupply port for maritime trade. It will be useful to the guild if it is to survive and thrive in the future.”

“It is an enticing proposal…but it is not something for me to decide by myself. I will have to inform the guild masters and discuss it with them.”

“Of course. I’ve already discussed it with Duke Hornemouth who owns the shoreline, so you can take over the conversation with him from there.”

“You have already progressed things to that stage?”

“It would be pretty lame if I came to you with the idea and then it turned out to be impossible, wouldn’t it?” Yarandrala said with a laugh.

“I am very grateful, but why would you go so far for us? It is too much for a simple parting gift to a friend…and given my line of work, it is concerning not being able to understand the reasoning behind something.”

“Hehe, this isn’t too much at all.”

Yarandrala gave Tisse a hug.

“Y-Yarandrala?”

“We’re able to smile and have fun together here because of you.” There was a deep sense of gratitude in Yarandrala’s voice. “You supported the Hero’s party after both Red and I left, you were there for Ruti when she was all alone, and you were the first one to meet me when I had completely lost faith in humanity.”

“I just did what I believed in.”

“I’m really glad we could be comrades…which is why I wanted to give both you and the people who raised you the best gift I could.”

“…B-because of my line of work, I really cannot get used to this sort of gratitude. But I am happy. Really… Thank you so much, Yarandrala.”

At some point, Rit and Ruti had also started smiling, watching the conversation. Mister Crawly Wawly was swaying cheerfully on his perch on the window, enjoying the steam.

I kept looking out at the night sky.

The moon’s beautiful… This has been a wonderful detour.

Yet our journey together was coming to an end. I couldn’t help feeling, just a little, that it would be nice if the moon never set.

The next day, we safely made our way back to Yarandrala’s ship and left Canelé Island behind.
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Chapter 3

Returning Home

Angle Village in the kingdom of Avalonia was the small farming community where Ruti and I were born and raised. We arrived just when the wheat was ripe for harvest. The ears of golden grain were drooping heavily from the weight.

“When we lived here, the harvest would have already happened a few weeks ago, though.”

“There are some fields already harvested,” Rit pointed out.

“Maybe they’re having trouble keeping up because they don’t have enough people.”

“I was thinking the same thing. There doesn’t seem to be anything different about the wheat.”

We were still a ways off from the village, but Ruti’s eyes could clearly make out the wheat. It was still just a sea of gold to me.

I sighed.

“You’re nervous,” Yarandrala said, walking alongside me.

It had been five years. I had left expecting never to see my parents again…because that was the sort of role I’d been given by the Guide blessing. I never explained to them what sort of blessing it was, but I did think I’d made it clear that I wouldn’t be back.

And now I’m coming back with a wife to tell them I got married…

“What am I even supposed to say?”

“You never really talked much about your parents.”

“I can’t claim I had a good relationship with them.”

“It’s okay. They’re still people you wanted to meet again, right?”

“Yeah…”

As we chatted, the entrance to the village came into sight. A fence made of wood and earth, that hadn’t been there before, was built around it. It had probably been done during the war.

The gate…appeared to be a wooden plank on top of a cart.

Doesn’t look like it’s getting any use now, though.

The entrance to the village had likely been blocked when the demon lord’s armies attacked. It was an improvised barricade, but anything was a big improvement compared to having nothing.

This area wasn’t a main battlefield, but it had probably become caught up in the fighting as one of the routes toward the capital.

What if everyone was killed by the demon lord’s armies and there are only people I don’t know here…?

“Red?”

“Mm, it’s nothing.”

It was such a horrifying thought that even just imagining it showed on my face.

Gideon, who’d seen countless tragedies across many battlefields, wouldn’t have reacted like that. But I guess that was how Red reacted, who was used to living in peace.

“Eh, Big Bro Gideon?! And Ruti?!”

As I was lost in thought, a very familiar boy’s voice snapped me back to the present.

“Tapp?! Look how big you’ve grown! I hardly even recognized you.”

…Though, I guess he wasn’t a boy anymore.

Tapp had fought with Ruti and me when the demon lord’s army attacked here. He was the same age as Ruti, but back then, he’d been even shorter than her and still had a baby face. Now, he was as tall as me with sharp features and a beard befitting a farmer.

He was leading three pigs, which were loaded up with items that he must’ve been heading to town to sell.

“It’s been a while, Tapp,” Ruti said. “How’ve you been?”

“Huh?! Y-yeah, I’m good. Things were pretty rough at times, but compared to the Hero’s journey, it’s been peaceful.”

“Why are you so surprised?”

“No, it’s just, you seem really different…”

Ruti giggled at how surprised Tapp looked, causing his jaw to drop in shock.

“Haha, Ruti’s gotten even more adorable, right?”

“It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her laugh like that… But the fact that y’all came back at all is the most surprising thing of all!!”

“What do you mean, that’s more surprising than how cute Ruti is?!”

“Eep!”

His eyes bulged at my teasing.

That’s still the same as ever.

“Heehee.”

Ruti giggled again watching Tapp.

“Has anything changed since we left?”

“The area here became a battlefield three more times, but the village was never occupied…all thanks to y’all.”

Ruti the Hero’s journey had all begun with the demon lord’s army attacking this village. That had been at the height of their momentum. Occupied territories weren’t able to be reclaimed, and armies had been closing in on the capital of the largest human nation, Avalonia.

This area had been invaded by a force led by one of the eight knights directly under the heavenly king Gandor of the Wind. Ruti and I had led villagers who suddenly found themselves caught up in the war, and we’d eventually pushed the demon lord’s army back after a month of fighting.

It was a victory that let us reclaim only a single small region, but it was the first time any land had been retaken, boosting morale for the allied forces that had been constantly losing and retreating.

“I always believed you’d make it back alive…but then y’all stopped showing up in the stories of the fighting, and a new Hero called Van appeared. Then the war ended, and you didn’t come back. There were even people who gave up and suggested making graves for y’all here.”

“I’m sorry we caused you to worry.”

“No, it’s not a bad thing. If you were alive and happy, then that’s all that matters. You fought enough for us already.”

Tapp didn’t let the tears come, but his eyes were red.

So, this is what it’s like coming home…

“Anyway,” Tapp said, changing the mood, “who are the people with you?” He shifted his gaze to look at Rit, Tisse, and Yarandrala, standing behind us.

“Oh, they’re my comrades…and also, uh…”

“It’s rare for you to be at a loss for words, Big Bro.”

“…This is Rit, my wife.”

“…Huh?”

“I got married.”

“Big Bro Gideon! You got married!!!!”

I heard later that Tapp’s joyous shout was so loud, it was even heard across the fields outside the village.







Interlude

The Happy Ending Envisioned by God

In a possible world far removed from this one…

The Hero, Ruti’s comrades had set their sights on her hometown, Angle Village.

The Raging Demon Lord Satan had been defeated by the Hero and the world was saved, but there were no smiles on their faces.

Rit the hero. Prince Kiffa. The Winter Witch Baba Yaga, cursed with the form of a young girl. The Divine Beast, an enormous creature with wings. This was the Hero’s party, true comrades who had defeated the demon lord.

Ruti, however, hadn’t returned. The Hero with the role of saving everyone had chosen to stay on the dark continent after the demon lord’s defeat to continue fighting.

“Don’t look like that! We promised to bring him back with a smile!” Rit declared cheerfully.

“Stop it, Rit. It just makes it worse when you’re so obviously forcing it.”

“Who asked you, Baba Yaga? A promise is a promise, even if you have to force yourself to do it.”

“Hrmph! He’s the one who broke the promise!” the witch said, rapping the Divine Beast on the head with her staff. “You listening, Tapp?! I was a member of the previous Hero’s party! I knew it would turn out like this in the end! I’d already decided to be the next to sacrifice when you went and did this to yourself!”

“Grrr…”

The Divine Beast, a requirement for the Hero to defeat the Demon Lord, was born by sacrificing the soul of a comrade who had endured hardship and joy alongside the Hero.

The party had acted in accordance with written prophecy, resulting in the village boy who had been with the Hero since her journey began—her childhood friend Tapp—sacrificing himself to revive the Divine Beast. In doing so, he had become the strongest creature alive, playing an indispensable role in defeating the demon lord.

“Can you stop that?” Kiffa weakly chastised Baba Yaga. “You were the party’s only magic caster and our main damage dealer. Tapp made the right call. Maybe if we’d had a Sage in our party…but unfortunately, we never came across one.”

“Enough, Kiffa,” Rit said sharply. “Even as a lie, I won’t let you say his sacrifice was right. Keep it up and I’ll have to kick your ass to calm myself down.”

Kiffa shook his head. “Both your country and mine were saved. Baba Yaga discovered how to undo her curse. We got what we wanted from this journey…but the three people who set out with the noblest of wishes didn’t.”

“Ruti, Tapp…and Ruti’s brother, Gideon. He died before I joined the party.”

“Yeah. He was a great man… The strongest adventurer on the frontier who cared deeply for his younger sister. I couldn’t hold a candle to him.” Kiffa smiled sadly as he reminisced. “Unlike the three of us, Gideon and Tapp didn’t need to fight, but they did—not to bring about the Hero’s destiny, but for the sake of the young girl Ruti. They fought…and they died.”

The Divine Beast purred softly, out of consideration for its three comrades who had fallen silent.

“Anyway,” Rit said, facing forward, “we need to bring this journey to a close. We have a responsibility to pass on the tale of the heroes—one who’s still fighting on in solitude to this day, one who died for his sister without fulfilling his goal, and one who became a beast for the sake of his friend… It might have ended awfully, but as their comrades, we have to write a happy ending to finish it off, right?”

“Yeah,” Kiffa agreed. “That’s the role of the Hero’s party.”

Rit forced another smile.

I had no idea it would turn into such an unforgiving trip. I never should’ve set out in the first place.

Still, Rit smiled and stifled her feelings so she could tell the people of Angle Village that it had been a worthy journey and so they wouldn’t feel remorse.

This is how the story ends in one distant possibility.

It differs based on who is chosen to make up the Hero’s party, but almost every time, the story of the Hero written by Demis comes to such an end.







Chapter 4

To Our Beloved Children

We were standing in the square in the center of the village, surrounded by people.

“Great job making it back.”

“And you brought home such a beautiful bride!”

“What about you, Ruti? You’re so strong and cute, even princes must be swooning over you, right?”

The villagers had dropped what they were doing and gathered around to pelt us with questions.

“We haven’t even had the chance to see our parents yet, so let’s do this after.”

With a gentle push back at the friendly crowd, we finally managed to free ourselves and headed in the direction of our childhood home.

“I thought the people here would be colder, but everyone’s so friendly,” Yarandrala commented.

“They were, before we left,” I told her. “Maybe they started trusting us more after we all fought together.”

Standing on the battlefield meant putting your life in the hands of your comrades. That trust born from extreme circumstances had transformed the distant Ragnason siblings into heroes who fought to save the village.

“There were some people who understood us even before that, though. Like Tapp back there.”

“Tapp’s a good guy,” Ruti agreed with a nod.

The other children had treated Ruti as an oddball who didn’t belong, but Tapp had always been on her side. He’d just been a young boy—the same age as Ruti—yet he’d always insisted it didn’t make sense for her to be blamed when she hadn’t done anything wrong.

That sort of courage was the stuff of heroes.

“The old village chief died in the fighting, and Tapp’s father became the new chief. If he inherits the role after his dad, I’m sure it’ll lead to peace and stability.”

If things worked out as they normally did, Tapp would inherit the land and wealth that came from his family’s farm, giving him more influence with the villagers employed there. However, more than half the village were farmers who would just as well be rid of the village chief. Unlike Zoltan, where everything just went by seniority, in Avalonia even a small village like this had its fair share of power struggles.

“Seeing the outside world for the first time in a while is refreshing.”

Being able to watch it as a disinterested observer, this dazzling sort of world was nice on occasion. I’d come back to visit, but I had absolutely no desire to live here and get involved myself. My homeland was special to me, and I was genuinely glad to see the villagers safe and healthy, but that was all.

“What about you, Ruti?”

“I’m Zoltan Ruti. I never saw this village through anything other than the eyes of the Hero.”

Ruti looked around. She paused on the half-harvested fields, then faced forward. Her gaze drifted off into the distance.

“A normal village. This is the world I lived in.”

That sentimentality was just one more thing she had managed to reclaim for herself.
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“So, this is the home where you two were born.”

Rit was looking at the house right in front of us. It was a simple, wooden one-story building with walls made of straw and plaster. The structure was made up of a living room in the center, a kitchen and washing area, bedroom, storeroom, and entrance space.

It was just a standard Avalonian farmhouse, built by the one carpenter in the village who made all the other homes as well.

“Pretty normal, right?”

“In Loggervia, we have to worry about snow, so homes are built differently there. That said, these walls look better at handling the cold than the ones in Zoltan.”

“Oh, that makes sense.”

I nodded, a little surprised by Rit’s observation. It was obvious when you thought about it, though… I really am nervous, aren’t I?

“I think you only ever saw this village as Gideon the Guide, Big Brother.”

“…Yeah. I was the same as you in that way.”

We sat down on the grass outside the house, which I’d left before ever really getting used to living there, waiting patiently for our parents to come back.

“It’s your home. Aren’t you going to go inside?” Yarandrala asked in surprise.

High elves were also called urban elves. Unlike wood elves who lived out in forests, they built cities to settle in, and a family home had special meaning to them. She was probably shocked seeing me act as if I was a stranger.

“It’s not like we live here anymore… Though, I guess some people always need a place to call home.”

“Humans are complicated.”

Yarandrala sounded fascinated, but she was an odd one out among high elves, too, not having any sort of fixed home.

“Ruti! Gideon!!”

I had sensed people running, so I wasn’t surprised. I slowly got to my feet and faced them.

“Dad. Mom. It’s been a long time.”

They had dirt on their cheeks, so they must have hurried back from their work out in the fields.

Standing there in front of me were my parents.
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“Thank goodness you’re both safe.”

“It’s a relief for us as well, seeing you two looking the same as always. We heard the village was caught up in the war again after we left.”

“It was just raiding groups, not an occupation. They left when they realized how strong the resistance here was. They were probably also getting to the point where they were running out of supplies.”

“Yeah. The demon lord’s armies were maintaining a front spanning the entire continent and had no choice but to keep pushing forward and occupying more territory.”

“I thought that must be it.”

Dad seemed more cheerful than I remembered.

“You’ve gotten so big, Ruti,” said Mom.

She seemed well, but I could see a little bit of white in her black hair.

“I haven’t gotten much taller.”

Ruti stood up straight, showing the truth behind her words. Mom looked a little surprised, but then she chuckled.

“We can’t begin to understand just what the Hero’s journey must have been like…but it seems you grew wonderfully along the way.”

“No, it wasn’t my journey as the Hero. It was my quiet life afterward that did that.”

““Y-your quiet life?””

Mom and Dad were both at a loss. They only knew Ruti from how she’d been growing up in the village, so they probably never would have imagined hearing those words from her lips. Especially when they had assumed she’d been on an unimaginably difficult journey right up until today.

“It’ll take a long time to explain everything that’s happened, but Ruti and I are both living peacefully in Zoltan.”

“Zoltan…? I’ve heard the name, but…”

“It’s a small country that you’ll reach if you take the road all the way east, almost until you get to the Wall at the End of the World.”

“Ahh! I don’t know much about it, but I’ve heard it described as the last place criminals end up when they flee to the countryside.”

“Ahaha, the last stop for criminals, huh? You’re not wrong.”

There were certainly some people in Zoltan who were there because they’d grown tired of a life of crime. One apothecary in the harbor district was a necromancer wanted in three different countries, but weary of the constant struggle and finding his passion for the dark arts dwindling, all he wanted now was to live in peace. To the people of the harbor district, he was just a gruff but caring apothecary.

“Why there?”

“Because it’s peaceful and carefree.”

People in Zoltan stayed out of each other’s pasts. As far as they were concerned, it was fine so long as you were content to live in peace now.

“Then you were telling the truth about living a quiet life?”

“Of course. Look, I can prove it.”

I removed my sword from the hilt and laid it in front of my parents.

“A bronze sword?! Why do you have something like that?”

“This is all you need for a weapon if you’re living a peaceful life.”

The sword I’d asked the old blacksmith here to make me when I was six years old had been made of bronze.

After I left the village and came back as a knight, a magic blade forged by a renowned blacksmith in the capital had been hanging at my waist. That sword had cost as much as you’d need to build an entire mansion.

By the end of my journey with Ruti, I had worn Thunderwaker, a famous sword we’d found in the tomb of an old king. It was a weapon straight out of legend that was sung about by bards…a truly extraordinary partner that had saved my life many times over.

“A blacksmith friend of mine made it for me, and I’ve taken a liking to it.”

And in the end, I’d come back wearing the same sort of bronze sword with which I’d started my journey.

“…You’ve changed,” Dad said, peering into my face.

“You too, Ruti,” Mom added. “We never knew you could have such a gentle smile.”

There were mixed emotions in that.

Mom had never been able to understand Ruti. From the moment she was born, Ruti had been unable to experience fear because of her blessing, so scolding—a basic way to teach kids a lesson—had never worked on her.

“And Gideon… I heard you got married…”

Dad looked like he still didn’t really believe it.

I couldn’t blame him. I had lived entirely for the sake of saving Ruti from her blessing, so this was the first time they had ever seen me living for myself. Mom and Dad both glanced at Rit and the other women sitting behind us.

“These are our comrades, Tisse and Yarandrala.”

I stopped, then slowly exhaled. Rit stood up and walked over next to me.

I’m more nervous than I thought… When I first set out on my journey, I never could’ve imagined a day like this would come.

“And this is Rit, who’s someone dear to me… My wife.”

“So you’re…?”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ragnason.” Rit’s demeanor had completely changed. “I am Rizlet Ragnason of Loggervia, Gideon Ragnason’s wife.”

Dad’s eyes widened, stunned by Rit’s bearing as a princess of a major nation and a hero who’d led people.

“‘Of Loggervia’… You mean…?”

Mom was shocked by Rit’s full name.

“Yes. I am a member of the royal family of Loggervia.”

“Oh my… A princess…”

She was speechless.

Both of their reactions were so funny, I chuckled to myself. That eased my nerves enough that I finally managed to unclench my fists and relax a little.

“However, after this, I intend to return to Loggervia and renounce my right to succeed.”

““What?!””

Rit looked straight at my parents with her clear, blue eyes.

“I have decided that my place is by your son’s side. I hope you will allow me to call myself your daughter.”

“Ah! Please raise your head!”

Dad and Mom both leaned forward in a fluster seeing Rit bow her head respectfully.

“Of course you may! To be able to call you our daughter is an honor beyond anything we could have imagined! Please, you don’t need to bow!”

“Thank you very much, Father, Mother.”

“Ha, haha… We’re just simple farmers who don’t know the first thing of noble etiquette, so this is all a bit embarrassing…”

Just then, Rit’s demeanor changed again. Her mood softened, and she smiled warmly.

“Please, I’m a Ragnason now, so you don’t need to worry about manners or etiquette. Thank you for accepting me into your family. It means the world to me.”

Noble elegance, followed by the warm familiarity of the working class. Mom and Dad were both taken aback by the sudden shift and really seemed to take a shine to Rit.

“My wife’s pretty incredible, don’t you think?” I said with a smirk.

Dad’s mouth gaped open, and then…

“Ha, hahaha…!”

He burst out laughing. Even Rit was surprised.

“Dad?”

“Sorry, sorry. I always thought you and Ruti were both too incredible for us, and it turns out your wife is, too. Haha… But, Gideon, for the first time, I feel like I understand you.”

“Really?”

“Ahh, geez…”

Dad hesitated for a moment…but then he continued, the words flooding out of him as if they’d been dammed up.

“I’m proud of you, son,” he said with a kind smile.

The wrinkles creasing his face were deeper than before.




[image: ]







After a brief silence, Mom spoke up.

“Congratulations again on your marriage… There are so many things I’d like to hear about, but there is something I should probably tell you first.”

“Has it got to do with why the harvest’s late?” Ruti asked.

“Yes. I’m impressed you noticed,” Mom said, looking surprised. “The truth is, remnants of the demon lord’s army have taken up residence on a nearby mountain.”

“They have…?!”

“The local lord said they’re survivors who lost their commanders, and he set lookouts to work in shifts to make sure they don’t come into the village.”

“So, the harvest is delayed because people have to serve on the watch.”

Mom nodded at Ruti’s assessment of the situation.

“The families who live closer to the mountain have given up their homes. That’s made it easier to protect ourselves, but there are already fewer people available to work because of the war,” Dad added.

The enemy was a shrewd band of soldiers from the demon lord’s armies. It was likely they would be able to notice the gaps in patrols and use them to infiltrate the village. The villagers knew that, though, so they had abandoned any homes that were too difficult to protect and set a watch around the village.

They understood warfare, having fought the demon lord’s soldiers.

“This is our problem, though. So far, all we’ve lost is some of the harvest from outlying fields. No one’s gotten hurt yet…but we haven’t heard from the half-elves living in the mountains since those soldiers came.”

“The settlement?!”

It was a small community where the half-elf Sage Illumitar lived. I had gone up there more times than I could count when I was young.

The half-elves had played a crucial role in defeating the demon lord’s armies when Ruti’s journey first began. However, Illumitar had been old and sick, and she’d used up all her magic in the fighting. After Ruti and I left, she had returned to the mountain to spend what remained of her life in peace.

“They’re our comrades in arms…but I’m sure you realize the village isn’t strong enough to fight the soldiers hiding on the mountain.”

“The soldiers in the local lord’s army were given leave after the war ended. They all returned to their villages to help with the reconstruction, so if we tried calling them up again, it would take too long and the harvest season would be over.”

“Right…”

And even if they wanted to hire mercenaries or adventurers, the local lord Count Osmond was surely out of funds with the cost of the war.

“I was going to show everyone around the village, but those half-elves are my friends.” I gripped my sword, stood up, and put it back at my hip.

“It looks like we picked a good time to go on our honeymoon! I’ll get to do something for my new parents right away!” Rit said enthusiastically.

“All right, I’ll scout ahead with my Lightning Speed. Ruti, remember that cabin where we used to go camping? Let’s meet up there.”

“Got it.”

“I will accompany you, Red,” Tisse volunteered. “I will be able to keep up with you with the help of Yarandrala’s magic.”

“Red, it’s been a long time since you scouted out enemy territory, hasn’t it? You’ll probably be a bit rusty, so I also think you shouldn’t go alone,” Yarandrala agreed.

“I guess my senses might have dulled a little… All right. I’ll be counting on you, Tisse.”

“Please do,” Tisse replied reassuringly.

“Mrgh, I should have taken a skill to move faster, too,” Ruti muttered.

But Tisse could make up for Ruti couldn’t do. They were a good team, complementing each other’s weaknesses.

“Gideon, would it be all right for us to come with you?” Dad asked.

“You and Mom?”

I hadn’t expected that. I glanced at Ruti.

“Your mother and I both used to be adventurers. We might not be able to promise we won’t get in your way, but we can protect ourselves.”

Why do they suddenly want to come?

I was bewildered, but…

“Sure. You’ll be safe if you stay near me,” Ruti replied casually.
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The forest outside Angle Village was where people went every day to gather firewood, but it was only hunters and herbalists who ever ventured further in. If you went deeper into the forest to where even they didn’t approach, you would eventually reach the mountain.

It was a dangerous area with apex predators like owlbears. There was also an ancient castle left by the extinct wood elves, the descendants of the half-elves living in the settlement on the mountain. We’d used the old castle as a staging ground to prepare when the village had been invaded.

It would be problematic if the demon lord’s soldiers were using it for their hideout, but thankfully that wasn’t the case.

“It looks like they’re living in the abandoned mine. It’s difficult to assault, but it should be easy to catch them in smaller groups.”

“Twenty-nine confirmed enemies. Possibly a former platoon of the demon lord’s armies.”

“These guys didn’t come from the dark continent—they’re monsters conscripted from over here. Habotan took the officers of the main army back with her, so they must’ve wandered this way and turned to banditry.”

Tisse and I finished scouting, then returned to the cabin to start planning.

The remnant troops were camped in tunnels that had once been inhabited by a tribe of goblins and had used rocks to build a makeshift fortress.

“The leader is a minotaur, so it’s fairly dangerous. We made the right decision in coming. I imagine the local lord could gather the soldiers needed to defeat it, but they’d take some serious casualties.”

A minotaur had an even more powerful charge than an ogre as well as the dexterity to wield weapons like axes, and this one had clearly received leadership training in the demon lord’s army. It was probably limited to basic tactics, but that was dangerous enough when it was leading monsters stronger than humans.

“There are four people being kept as slaves, brought from some other village… Rescuing them will be a problem.”

“One person would be enough to save them if they were all in the same place. However, they are scattered around serving the monsters.”

“What if we leave Ruti to break through from the front, while Tisse, Rit, Yarandrala, and I rescue one person each?”

If all that mattered was defeating the enemy, Ruti could do it herself. There was no chance of her losing, so the rest of us could focus on the rescue mission. It was clearly the best plan.

“Hmm… These are not particularly formidable enemies for us, Red, so you should go with Ms. Ruti. Mister Crawly Wawly can take your place to rescue one person.”

Mister Crawly Wawly poked his head out from inside Tisse’s hood and hopped three times, telling me that I could leave it to him.

“I don’t think there are any problems with your plan, Tisse…but why?”

Ruti would be fine without me. There wasn’t any real reason to put that burden on Mister Crawly Wawly.

“I imagine your parents would like to watch both you and Ms. Ruti, so you should work together.”

“…You’re probably right, Tisse. I understand. Thanks.”

“Not at all. Please leave the rescue mission to us,” Tisse said with a smile.
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Ruti, Mom, Dad, and I were at the entrance to the mine. Tisse and the others had already gone in and started their part of the plan.

“Dad, Mom, please be careful to stay near Ruti. The enemy is stronger than we expected.”

“I understand.”

Dad nodded, looking serious.

He was carrying an iron hatchet, and Mom was holding a bow. The one-handed axe could be used for defense while gathering firewood, while the bow was more for driving back beasts—small and easy to handle, but without much range or power. They were both important tools for living in a farming village outside castle walls, made with more than fighting in mind, unlike my and Ruti’s swords.

“You both used to use swords, didn’t you?” I asked.

“Yeah, back when we were traveling around as adventurers.”

“Your father’s sword was a splendid steel blade that he received as a reward for a job for the earl of Mzali. Simply drawing it was enough to make the average thug turn tail,” Mom said, excitedly reflecting on their old adventures.

“Where is it now?”

“We didn’t need it anymore after we retired from adventuring, so I sold it to support the household,” Dad answered with a smile.

I couldn’t really read the feelings behind his expression.

“I like swords,” Ruti said from her position at the front without turning around.

The two-handed sword she held in her right hand shone dully in the light peeking through the leaves.

“A sword is will.”

“Will?”

“Mhm.”

Turning to Mom and Dad, who were trying to grasp the meaning of her words, Ruti continued.

“Rit is dynamic in a way that gets past people’s defenses, just like her shotels. When he used a longsword, Big Brother took the lead and solved everything himself, but since he changed to a shorter bronze sword, he’s started leaving things that are out of reach to other people.”

She held up her own blade.

“I have a two-handed sword that’s too big for me. There are swords that would be a better fit, but I stubbornly follow my own selfish desires, even if it means I have to use brute force to push my way through.”

“This is the first time you’ve ever talked about your thoughts like this, Ruti.”

“Dad, Mom, why did you give up your swords?”

“Well…like I said, we didn’t need them anymore.”

“That makes sense, but from what you said before, it feels like there’s a different reason.”

“…”

Looking at our speechless parents, Ruti suddenly smiled.

“I want to talk more when we get back to the house, but for now, we should focus on the battle.”

Ruti gestured for them to follow, then headed into the tunnels.

“…Is Ruti taking an interest in our lives?” Dad wondered, thinking about the meaning behind that exchange.

“She’s changed,” Mom observed, and I nodded.

“She’s grown. She’s even more adorable than before, right?”

“You’ve changed, too, Gideon,” Dad said. “In the past, even if you were smiling, there was always a sharp edge to you like a razor… Now, you seem more composed, like a sturdy hunting knife.”

“You’re using tools to describe things, since Ruti used swords?”

“It suits you, don’t you think?”

“Would you say it’s a good change?”

“Definitely. You’ve grown up.”

Dad and I walked together, talking almost like a normal father and son.

Just then…

“Big Brother.”

“Okay, I’ll charge in and move around to the other side.”

“A pincer attack. Got it.”

“Mom, Dad, you two stay behind Ruti and focus on protecting yourselves. There are three of you, so the enemy will try to break through on my side and turn their backs on Ruti. That’s all we need to do.”

“O-okay.”

Dad looked nervous as he clenched his hatchet.

“Good, let’s go.”

I put my hand on the hilt of my sword and ran into the passage. Taking the left path at the fork and rounding the bend, I came across a goblin, a lizardman, and an ice wolf. Ice wolves are monsters from the snowy plains, so these had to be the remnants of an army that had fled here from the north.

“Chiii!”

The lizardman’s long tongue flicked out as it drew its army-issued saber and slashed upward at me.

That graceful wrist movement is dark continent swordsmanship.

I blocked its attack with my sword, then used my outstretched blade to stop the ice wolf from blasting me with its frosty breath. I left a shallow cut in its cheek, and it exhaled, missing me and freezing the wall instead.

The spear-wielding goblin was completely open, but if I cut it down, the lizardman would immediately attack. It was like a simultaneous strike, but a cruel version that took advantage of an inexperienced comrade.

Running past them, I raised my sword and took two steps back.

“These guys aren’t bad.”

It’s been what, since Shisandan that I last fought a swordsman?

I could feel the heat of battle and the chill of fear running down my back. I watched every little move my enemies made, every glance of their eyes, trying to grasp their intent.

This wasn’t a feeling you got fighting against monsters that were just strong.

My lips curled into a faint smile at this sensation I’d almost forgotten.

“Gideon!”

Dad shouted out as he, Mom, and Ruti also came around the bend. The enemies were caught between us, and the situation would only get worse the longer they waited. The goblin looked from me to Ruti and back again in a panic, unsure what to do.

“…”

The lizardman suddenly composed itself and locked eyes with me.

“…Heh.”

It almost looked like the monster was smiling, too…maybe because it had seen my expression.

The lizardman and I moved at the same time. We both tried to take the better position and ended up facing off head on.

“Arooooo!!”

The ice wolf and goblin covered the lizardman’s back, protecting it from Ruti.

All I had to do was defend myself and she would defeat all of them…but where was the fun in that?

“Let’s do this!”

I swung first. Sparks flew as my bronze sword clashed with the saber.

The Bahamut knights’ style of swordsmanship focused on using a clash of blades to transition into offense and defense. That sort of fighting, where you pitted your techniques against those of your opponent, didn’t happen with axes or bows.

There were no violent movements, and it was over in a single moment. But in that one moment, both combatants’ swordsmanship was compressed and put to the test.

“…!!”

The choice the lizardman made was to stick out one knee, then break the clash and slash upward. I chose to block the path of my opponent’s attack and then thrust.

The result of both choices was immediately obvious. We just had to watch it play out.

“…!!”

My bronze sword cut deep into the lizardman’s chest near its shoulder. Blood dripped from its lips. Even with how tough lizardmen were, that was a fatal wound.

“Haah!!”

“Graaaah…”

Ruti had defeated the goblin and the ice wolf.

“…I know lizardman customs. I’ll bury you in a deep hole so you don’t get eaten by beasts.”

Lizardmen practiced cannibalism—but they didn’t eat one another for food. They lived in harsh environments and believed they could absorb the strength of their comrades by consuming their corpses. A lizardman who died with its family nearby was eaten by them, but if it died in enemy territory, it would hide itself as best it could so as not to give its strength to its enemies.

“…I see,” the monster croaked. “That was a good duel.”

“Yeah.”

It let out a deep breath and quietly collapsed, dead.

“Is it over…?” Dad asked.

The lizardman had been a strong swordsman, but the battle hadn’t lasted long.

“You’re both incredible. That’s a pretty tough monster, right?” he said, looking at the fallen ice wolf and the still-frozen wall in surprise.

“No, the lizardman was stronger,” Ruti flatly corrected him.

“…Huh. You’ve both been through battles that your mother and I can’t even begin to imagine.”

It sounded like that was less directed toward Ruti and more to himself.
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Ruti and I had once fought goblins in these tunnels. In order to safely get the villagers to the old castle up the mountain, we’d needed to pass through this mine that goblins had taken over and drive out all the other monsters.

I had only brought Ruti with me back then. I’d determined it was better to leave Dad and the others who could fight back at the cabin so they could protect the villagers waiting there from any forest monsters.

Thinking about it rationally, I still thought that was the right choice…but now that I was Red and not Gideon, I had the perspective to consider how that must’ve felt to my parents at the time.

“You two really are strong.”

“We never would have survived if we weren’t.”

Our conversation was stilted. Every time there was silence, I got stuck thinking about what I should say.

It’s hard talking to your parents.

“Mom, cast Light Ball into the passage.” Ruti said abruptly.

“O-okay.”

Mom looked a little confused at being suddenly asked for a spell, but she quickly formed the seal and used her magic.

“Flash! Light Ball!”

A ball of light appeared from her fingertips and flew into the passage. There was a crackle, followed by a bright white flash. But the three goblins waiting in the darkness charged through it without recoiling.

“Just what I was hoping for.”

Ruti met them head on. By the time the light had faded, the goblins were already dead.

“They’ve had training, so they know how to deal with a blinding distraction. They charged forward thinking they’d thwarted our plan,” Ruti said, then turned to Mom. “Thank you.”

“O-of course…”

You could certainly say she’d helped…but Mom looked unsure how to feel.

“Just a few more to go.”

The others had probably taken out some monsters of their own while rescuing their targets. Judging by the level of experience of these remnant soldiers, the survivors would likely be gathering around their leader and preparing for a counterattack.

“Red!”

A voice called from behind us.

“Rit! The rescue mission went as planned?”

“Mhm. They’re all outside, with Yarandrala keeping guard. Tisse and Mister Crawly Wawly are checking to make sure there aren’t any remaining enemies.”

“Then we should focus on taking down the leader.”

As expected of comrades who had traveled with Ruti, everyone had done their job perfectly.

“Mom, Dad, same as before. Just stay near Ruti and focus on protecting yourselves… If she gives you any directions, do your best to support her.”

“…No, we’ll stay here,” Dad said, shaking his head. “We wanted a chance to see for ourselves what sort of journey you two have been through, but this is enough. We can tell that your experiences are beyond what your mother or I can imagine… I’m proud of you both.”

There was a sadness in his voice.

“You’ll be safe by Ruti’s side. Rit and I can defeat the enemies.”

“No, you don’t have to fuss over us… I thought I might at least be able to put myself in harm’s way if something happened, but it turns out I had nothing to worry about.”

“…Dad…”

“Got it. I’ll wait with Mom and Dad while you and Rit take care of the leader,” Ruti suddenly offered. “If you want to know more about our journey, you can just ask me. I’ll answer as best I can until you’re satisfied.”

“That’s a great idea!” Rit cheerfully agreed. “The two of us will be more than enough to defeat the enemies here, so in the meantime, you can have a nice family chat!”

“Yeah, that’s not a bad thought.”

Although it wasn’t the sort of thing to suggest in the middle of an enemy camp, this was an important part of our trip.

Dad looked unsure for a moment, but then nodded.

“Ruti… You really have grown into a splendid woman.”
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“You have a good family,” Rit said once we’d left Ruti behind with Dad and Mom.

“Huh? You think so?”

“I don’t know how it was in the past, but right now, you’re all thinking about each other. Ruti asked your mom to cast that spell because she realized she was feeling frustrated not being able to help, right?”

“You saw that, huh…? Yeah, I think so.”

“Oh? It’s rare for you to be so inarticulate when it comes to Ruti.”

“Mm, I’m off my game… Family’s difficult.”

“Hehe,” Rit chuckled. “You’re right, Red. Family is difficult. And when we go to Loggervia, you might have some issues with my father.”

“Haha… He might chase me down for the crime of stealing you away from Loggervia.”

“If it comes to that, we can give him the runaround together. It’ll cause a huge scene.”

I laughed at Rit’s joke… That had been a joke, right?

“You didn’t tell your parents about Ruti’s Hero blessing, did you?” she asked.

“No. They were struggling over what do about her, so I was sure they’d tell someone about it.”

“How old were you when you made that decision?”

“That was…when I was four.”

“Four years old… You really developed fast with influence of the Guide blessing.”

“Yeah. It’s fuzzy, but it was about when I was two that I started understanding what was going on around me… I’m sure they were at a loss with a son like that, too.”

I thought I’d understood back then…but living as Red, getting to know Tanta and his family, taking care of Al during the Bighawk incident, and seeing all the parents and children who came into our shop, I’d finally come to realize a little how difficult things had been for Mom and Dad with Ruti’s and my blessings.

The Guide protected the Hero.

Blessings weren’t inherited from parents. The role of raising the Hero was something that Demis had created.

…Ruti wasn’t the only one hurt by our broken family bonds. We all were.

“But now you’re all trying to understand and be kind to one another… You look like a proper family to me.”

“Yeah? …Well, if you say that, Rit, it must be true.”

I didn’t know what they were talking about now…but for some reason I could just imagine Ruti explaining things with gestures and handwaving while they listened quietly.
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Rit and I finished off the remnants of the demon lord’s army, then headed to the half-elf settlement. Meanwhile, Mom and Dad took the people we’d rescued back to the village. Once things calmed down, they would decide whether to return home or settle here.

“The half-elves used to keep a watch to make sure no monsters came from the mine…”

The mountain hadn’t changed much, but it felt lonelier than before.

“There are fewer footprints.”

The paths people made walking through unbroken forest were different from animal trails. Those paths were less clearly defined…meaning there were fewer half-elves walking through here.

“That is concerning,” Tisse said, glancing around us.

“If the bandits had attacked the half-elves, there would have been captives in the tunnels,” Yarandrala said.

“The fact that there weren’t any means the settlement should be safe,” Ruti added.

They were right. It seemed unlikely for the monsters to have attacked them.

“Rather than worry about it, it would be faster to go and look. If something has happened, we need to help them… They took care of you, right, Red?”

“Yeah. Illumitar the Sage taught me about magic when I was pushing myself to learn as much as I could about fighting.”

She was the first Sage I’d ever met, a master of magic who had even managed to overpower the main force of one of the demon lord’s armies.

However, at her advanced age, she no longer had the strength to stand on the battlefield.
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“Gideon! I never thought I would live to see you again!”

It turned out all my pessimistic thoughts had been wrong.

The half-elf settlement was completely safe. Illumitar hadn’t been drawn into the fighting, and the whole area had largely been left in peace.

“We knew that another new group had moved into the abandoned mines, but we don’t have the sort of supplies that would make us a target. It was inconvenient not being able to go anywhere, but we’re completely self-sufficient, so it wasn’t a problem at all!” Illumitar said with a cackle.

“But enough about me. Are you going to introduce me to these lovely people you’ve brought with you?!” she urged, looking over at Rit, Tisse, and Yarandrala.

…She’s a lot smaller than I remember.

Half-elves aged more slowly because of their elven vitality, but their maximum lifespan wasn’t any different from humans. They were less prone to sickness and disease, and they lived longer than humans on average, but at around ninety years old, they started aging quickly and getting weaker. The signs of that were clear in Illumitar.

“Of course. This is a friend I met in the capital, Yarandrala, this is Ruti’s best friend, Tisse…and this is my wife, Rit.”

“Oh my! How wonderful! Ah, thank you, God, for letting me live to see this happy day!” She gripped my and Rit’s hands with her small, wrinkled fingers. “Congratulations, Gideon! I wish you both all the happiness in the world!”

Her deeply creased face broke into a wide smile.

“Rit, dear.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Illumitar gazed into Rit’s sky-blue eyes as she continued.

“Looking at his face, I can tell just how much meeting you has meant to him. He will be fine so long as he is with you.”

“Gideon…no, Red has given me so much. I’ll be fine so long as I’m with him, too.”

“He sacrificed all of himself for others, but he has truly been blessed in the people he has met.”

Illumitar’s eyes welled up as she smiled. She was so happy for us that she was moved to tears.

“Thank you, Illumitar… I’m glad I was able to tell you like this.”

I had first met her when I was six. I’d struggled to get along with my parents and been ostracized in the village for being such a strange child, so I hadn’t had anyone to rely on. Illumitar had filled that gap as a surrogate parent.

She was the only person I had opened up to and asked for advice about the Hero blessing.

“Hehe, and you, Ruti… You’ve been visited by a miracle of your own.”

“No, it wasn’t a miracle.”

“Despite my misgivings, it seems your journey went very well. Congratulations, Ruti.”

Illumitar was a Sage. She had the appraisal skill that allowed her to see other people’s blessings, so she could tell Ruti no longer had the Hero.

Ruti smiled happily at Illumitar’s words.

“Still,” I said, changing topics, “the settlement seems quieter than when I was last here.”

“The youngsters who forged connections with the outside world through the war decided to continue living there… Only us old folks stayed behind.”

“Really?”

“You don’t need to look so sad. The war brought change. The time has come for the spirit we inherited from our wood elf ancestors to serve its part in rebuilding the outside world. It’s a joyous occasion.”

The settlement might have become lonelier, but the mood here wasn’t heavy. It was as if this place, like Illumitar, recognized its time was soon coming to an end and was facing it with dignity.

“Gideon, I believe that the reason our ancestors stayed in this land and settled here after their destruction at the hands of the previous demon lord was so we might meet you and Ruti.”

“That’s a bit much, don’t you think?”

“No. We haven’t stubbornly survived all this time because of the role of our blessings or out of resentment at our ancestors’ destruction… We did it for this future.”

Illumitar squeezed my hand tightly.

“The happiest moment of my life was meeting you here in these woods. And now, with death closing in, I can confidently say that we all lived happy lives!”

“…‘Death closing in’? That’s…”

The words got stuck in my throat. It felt like if I said them out loud, I would be acknowledging that this was the last time I would ever be able to talk to her.

But Illumitar cut through all my hesitation.

“You know as well as I do that this will be the last time. That’s why we want to tell you properly: Gideon, Ruti…thanks to the two of you, the spirit of all of us who lived in this land came to fruition. So please! Please…! From the bottom of our hearts, we pray that you, too, will live happy lives… Thank you, Gideon. Thank you, Ruti.”

Illumitar was crying. She was praying for our happiness so intently that she’d burst into tears.

“Ms. Ruti…!”

Tisse put her arm around Ruti’s shoulders. Ruti buried her face in her best friend’s shoulder, her body trembling. Now that her blessing was gone, she could understand and accept the feelings of all the people she had saved as the Hero.

That was why she was crying.

“Red.”

Rit held out her handkerchief, and I wiped my own eyes. I’d known when I set out from our village as Gideon that there was a chance I would never meet Illumitar again. At the time, I had been able to stay calm, but my heart couldn’t bear it now.

Ruti and I had both changed… As someone who hadn’t been able to cry as a child, I felt like that was a happy thing for both of us.
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A yew tree stood at the summit of the settlement. Estimated to be a thousand years old, it was said to have stood there since the time of the wood elves.

Rit and I sat down together on one of the roots of the tree and looked out at the view from the mountain.

A different species of cicada from the ones in Zoltan was chirping. It was a sound that took me back to my childhood.

“It’s the same sky, but the view is different from Zoltan or Loggervia,” Rit said.

“Yeah. It’s not as hot as Zoltan, and not as cold as Loggervia. It’s far from the sea, and the breeze is gentle all year round.”

“Oh, a tugboat!”

A laden-down tugboat was floating along the river near the village. It was unmanned, pulled by a drake walking along the bank of the river, which in turn was being led by a merchant in a straw hat who was holding the reins beside it.

“That drake seems a lot more energetic than the ones in Zoltan.”

“It probably has a more serious personality.”

Of course, that wasn’t something you could really see from this distance. I’d just been remembering the easygoing nature of Zoltan’s drakes.

“So, this is the scenery you saw as a little boy.”

“…It’s pretty different now after the war, though. Like, see there, where those new trees are growing? That used to be a field of flowers.”

Maybe the flowers were burned down during the attacks and they fertilized the ground.

It had become a copse of young, slender trees.

“I wanted to show you that field,” I told Rit.

“I would’ve liked to share the memory with you… Why don’t you tell me about it?”

“This is a part of the woods untouched by people, so it’s rare for a natural field of flowers to spring up. It was probably farmland long, long ago, and the soil didn’t have enough nutrients left to support trees.”

“Yeah, you can’t really see any fields of flowers from here.”

“They weren’t like the pretty flowers Yarandrala grows, though. Just daisies and wildflowers mostly, little blossoms of white and yellow in a field of green…”

Thinking back to that sight which no longer existed, I tried to describe it as best I could for Rit. The smell of the summer breeze, the feeling of running through the grass, the blue of the sky as I lay on my back looking up at it…

I should tell Gonz and the others about the settlement when we get back to Zoltan.

I wasn’t trying to hide my identity anymore, meaning I could tell them about what we’d seen here without blurring the facts.

So that these sights, with Illumitar and the others, would always stay in people’s memories…
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The sun had set by the time we returned to Angle Village.

We sat down to a dinner of porridge and eel pie that Mom had made. It was a special treat here.

“I thought there wouldn’t be enough chairs.”

“There weren’t. We borrowed some from neighbors.”

We had dropped by so suddenly, but they’d done everything they could to make us feel welcome.

“I don’t know whether this will be to everyone’s tastes, but I hope you enjoy it.”

“Ever since I started out as an adventurer, I’ve loved trying all sorts of different foods. I’ve been looking forward to having a meal here in Angle Village!” Rit said enthusiastically.

“It makes me happy to hear you say that,” replied Mom. “You mentioned being an adventurer, but is that common for the nobles of Loggervia?”

“Not especially. But when my father was young, he hid his identity and set out to fix the world, going around our lands defeating bandits and villainous lords.”

“The king did?!”

“He was only first in line to the throne at the time. The nerve of him to complain about me sneaking away from the castle after what he did…”

While Tisse and I were out scouting, Rit had apparently talked about being an adventurer. She was a great storyteller, and her tales of adventure had stirred Mom to laughter, shock, and joy as she listened along.

“It’s been a while since I had this,” Ruti said, after a bite of her eel pie.

“Is it good?”

“It has a strange sort of flavor.”

“It’s a delicacy here, but most other places think it tastes weird… Isn’t that right, Gideon?”

I smiled and nodded at Dad’s comment.

“Yeah. Some people have trouble with the fishy smell, but there are others who really like that about it.”

“The same food, but some people love it and others hate it. It makes sense when you think about it, but it’s still a strange thought,” Dad said, before taking a bite. “I love it, though.”

He gave a big grin.

So, that’s the sort of face he makes eating something tasty.

He was my father, but I felt like I didn’t know anything about him.

“It has a strange flavor…but I don’t dislike it,” Ruti said, taking another bite.

“Maybe I’ll ask you to teach me how to make it before we leave, Mom.”

“Do they have eels where you are?”

“No, you don’t really see them in Zoltan…but there is a similar sort of fish that can be caught in the sea there.”

“Oh?”

“You can’t really sell them, and they bite fish caught in nets, damaging the catch, so they’re generally disliked. I’m sure the fishermen would be happy if they could at least be used for something.”

“You look so serious when it comes to cooking. I never would have guessed.”

“Haha, I’m not too bad at it. I was always doing the cooking during our travels, and I’ve even prepared a meal for the king of Veronia.”

“What?! Now you have to tell us the story.”

Dad leaned in, his expression a combination of a former adventurer’s curiosity and a parent wanting to know more about a side of their child they were unaware of.

“Dad,” Ruti said. “The table will collapse over if you shake it like that.”

“Oh! Ah, sorry.”

Dad sat back, red-faced.

The foldable table we were using was covered in a clean linen tablecloth. It was only ever set out for mealtimes and designed to be put away in the corner of the room when it wasn’t in use.

It was a standard sort of thing in small farming villages in Avalonia, but if you shook it too much, the legs would slip out from underneath and it would collapse. Pretty much every kid in a village like this, at one time or another, had acted out during a meal and collapsed the table, then been given a scolding from their parents.

Yet Ruti and I had never had that experience. It was partly because we hadn’t gone through a period of throwing temper tantrums because of our blessings, but also because our family didn’t really make it a habit of gathering around the table to eat.

So, this is what it’s like sitting around the table as a family.

“I was worried, but it seems they’ve managed to get some family time back.”

“Yes. Ms. Ruti also seems to be relaxing.”

Yarandrala and Tisse were whispering happily to each other.

I feel like my face is going to turn red…

“Is the food really that bad on navy ships…?!”

My family listened as I told the story, exclaiming loudly in joy and surprise. I had more fun than I’d thought I would, so I decided to simply accept things for how they were.
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Later that evening, just before bed, I went to get a drink of water. The barrel was running low, so I wandered outside to draw some more water from the well.

But someone had gotten there before me.

“Dad?”

“Hm? Gideon? …You came to get water, too?”

“Bad timing, huh.”

It turned out Dad had gone to get a drink before bed just like me. If our timing had been slightly different, only one of us would have had to come out to draw water.

“Ordinarily, I would have just gone in the morning…but I was worried it would be a problem for you all.”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

I was used to living in Zoltan, so I had adopted the mindset of putting things off that could be done tomorrow. But that night, I’d been worried about causing trouble for my parents.

“Set the buckets there. I’ll draw the water.”

“Sure.”

Summer insects were chirping in the long grass, and a clear, cloudless night sky stretched overhead. Dad rolled up his sleeves, exposing arms strengthened from working in the fields, and started pulling the rope.

“We can take turns if you get tired.”

“I always do this, so leave it to me.”

When the bucket came up, I lifted it the last little bit and poured the water into one of Dad’s pails, then dropped the empty bucket back down into the well. The pulley clattered as it spun.

“Red… That’s the name you’re going by now?”

“I was just hiding my identity in Zoltan at first…but it’s become my name. I’ve chosen a different life than when I was Gideon, so now I’m Red.”

“You have changed a lot from how you were before.”

Dad started pulling the rope again.

“…I mentioned selling my sword.”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“I sold it to support the household. That was the truth.”

“When was this?”

“…I made up my mind to sell it when you said you were going to become a knight.”

“You did?”

I grabbed the raised bucket and pulled it the rest of the way.

“I’d just assumed our kids would become adventurers like we were.”

“…”

I dropped the empty bucket back down into the well. A moment later, there was a splash from below.

“It’s a parent’s selfish wish, wanting their kids to carry on in their footsteps as proof of the life their parents lived. You’re both far more amazing than I ever was. It’s such a simple thing to see, but it took so long for me to recognize it.”

There was sweat on his brow as he pulled the rope.

“Red! It’s a nice name.”

“What about it makes you say that?”

“Hell if I know! I just think it’s nice!”

In no time at all, four full buckets sat in front of us.

“Here.” Dad filled a cup with water and passed it to me.

“Thanks.”

The water straight from the well was cool and refreshing. When I finished the cup, I filled it again and handed it to Dad.

Seeing him start to drink, I told him the story.

“What led me to change my name was being kicked out of the Hero’s party. They said I was holding them back, that I wasn’t a true comrade.”

“…?!”

Dad looked stunned, but I kept going before he could take the cup away from his lips.

“As Gideon, I experienced all sorts of painful setbacks. Combined with the trauma from the war, it got to the point where I couldn’t even sleep without a sword within arm’s reach.”

“…I can’t believe it.”

“I was running and running and running around for Ruti’s sake…and when I collapsed and couldn’t run anymore, I realized Gideon no longer had a reason to live. That was when I finally started living my own life.”

“You finally started?”

“Yeah, after all that time. But it was only because Gideon kept running and fighting that Red can be here now.”

Dad set the empty cup down.

“It’s thanks to that, that I can be here with you on this muggy summer night drawing water from the well and sharing a cup of cold water.”

“Life sure can be strange.”

“It’s strange, but it’s full of meaning. Our family may not have gotten along great, but it wasn’t the worst.”

“You really think so?”

“You distanced yourselves from us, and we didn’t really feel like our parents loved us back then…but neither you nor Mom ever resented us.”

“Of course not. You’re our children.”

“I’ve seen a lot of the world as a knight…and I’ve seen plenty of parents who weren’t like that.”

“…”

“Children who couldn’t get close to their parents, who didn’t turn out how their parents wanted…but you never hated us or denied our existence.”

“We could never do something as awful as that.”

“That’s why Ruti and I were both able to stop hating the world and find happy everyday lives for ourselves. I’m married, and now, when I think about having a child, I feel like I can finally understand you and Mom… It’s thanks to the two of you that Ruti and I are who we are today.”

“…”

“Thank you. I’m grateful for everything you’ve done.”

“Gideon…no, Red… I couldn’t have asked for a better son.”

Dad put his hand on my head and tousled my hair. His skin was rough and calloused from all the years of field work, and it hurt, but it was the first time I’d ever had a parent stroke my head.

“You’re too old for me to be doing this, so this’ll be the first and last time. Just tough it out.”
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“I guess it’s not such a bad thing to experience this at least once in my life.”

Dad and I smiled at each other. He seemed a bit embarrassed after he let me go, because he filled another cup of water and downed it in one gulp.

“Maybe beer would’ve been better than water,” he joked.

“Maybe… I’m not too great at holding my alcohol, though.”

“Oh? That’s surprising. The wine this year turned out well. I was just thinking I might finally be able to share a drink with my son.”

“I can keep up for a glass or two, at least. And I do like wine. Rit likes her alcohol, too, so we should all have a drink together…but grape juice would be better for Ruti.”

“Grape juice, huh? That hasn’t changed.”

We stood up and went back to the house, both of us carrying a heavy pail of water in either hand. After pouring the water into the barrel, we said good night to each other.

Our first day back in Angle Village…had been hectic.

Rit was sleeping comfortably beside me. Watching her cute expression as she slept, I drifted off.

I’ll sleep well tonight…
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On our second day in Angle Village, we went out to Dad’s wheat field.

“Shotel techniques also work with sickles. I’ll prove it to you!”

“You sure you can back up those big claims when you’ve never done this before?”

“It’s because this is a new challenge that I’m so fired up. Overcoming something is all about will, right?” Rit said excitedly, a farming sickle in her right hand.

“Is it really all right for you to be helping us, Rit?” Mom asked.

“Leave it to me. This might be my first time harvesting wheat, but I’ve cleared brush and weeds before.”

I was pretty sure that wasn’t what Mom was worried about, but seeing how enthusiastic Rit was, she chose not to say anything and gave her a warm smile.

“We’ll use what we learned on our medicinal plant fields.”

“Yes, we won’t lose out to Red in terms of farming experience.”

Ruti and Tisse were also in high spirits, ready to show off the results of their daily work on the plantation. Mister Crawly Wawly sat on the neighboring embankment, swaying his front legs and cheering them on.

“Haha, it’s never been this lively out in the fields,” Dad said, smiling happily.

With the remnants of the demon lord’s army taken care of, the village was back to being a hive of activity and every family had gathered out in their fields to take care of the late harvest.

“When I lived here, I only ever helped out with the work after the harvest… That said, I did enough weeding for a lifetime when I was in the knights.”

I was holding a basic small sickle, the same as what would be used for weeding.

I feel like it would be faster using my sword since I’m more comfortable with it, though…

“Well, it’s not every day I get the chance to do this, so let’s try it the normal way.”

Needless to say, a sword wasn’t a specialized tool for reaping wheat. You could still do it through brute force of blessing level, though, and it was probably the most efficient method currently at our disposal.

But with this many people, we don’t need to rush.

Trying to do it my parents’ way would make for a good memory of our trip.

“Okay,” Dad said, “I’ll take the right, so you all take the left.”

We all nodded.

But then…

“I think it might be better if Red and Rit took the right, Ruti and Tisse took the left, and you took the center,” Yarandrala suggested.

“I mean, I don’t mind either way…”

Dad was perplexed at the reasoning behind this, but Yarandrala explained with a smile.

“They may all be top tier members of the Hero’s party, but they don’t know how to harvest wheat. I think it would be better if you were in the center and could watch them and give advice… Don’t you agree, Red?”

“You’ve got a point. That sounds like a good way to do it… I didn’t hear your name in all that, though, Yarandrala.”

“I’ll do the work baling and moving the wheat.” She glanced over at Dad. “That needs to be done, too, right?”

“Yeah. I was going to leave that to my wife, but with this many hands, it would be better to have two people doing it… All right, let’s follow Yarandrala’s plan.”

Yarandrala was a specialist when it came to plants. She also had a wealth of knowledge about farming, so I was sure it would be a lot faster if she and I switched jobs here.

She gave me a wink, as if to say, “Have fun!”
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“Red! We’re losing!”

“Gah! Ruti really is a genius at everything she does!”

“And Tisse is perfectly in sync with her!”

After a brief explanation from Dad and Mom, we’d gotten right to harvesting the wheat.

“The optimal number of stalks to cut in one go and the ideal angle of the blade… I’ve figured it out.”

“Leave the support work to me.”

“Thanks, Tisse. I can always trust you to have my back.”

It had been thirty minutes since we’d started, and Ruti and Tisse were in the lead.

“At this rate, I’ll have to use my shotels…!”

“That’s against the rules.”

“But we’re going to lose!” Rit said, sounding frustrated.

I didn’t want to lose, either. As Ruti’s older brother, I didn’t want this to end without at least doing something to surprise her and Tisse.

However…only good old hard work could lead to a miraculous turnaround. It wasn’t something an amateur who’d never even practiced before could pull off.

“This is surprisingly difficult.”

I looked at the blade of the sickle in my hand. It was showing its age from long use, but it had been well maintained.

“You’re doing well for your first time,” Mom said.

“But Ruti’s a lot faster.”

“She really is incredible…but she lived in this village longer and got to watch fieldwork from up close.”

“This is her first time harvesting, though, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I had her run errands, but we never worked the fields together.”

Ruti was swiftly moving along the opposite side of the wheat field.

“It looks like we would’ve finished in the blink of an eye if I had.”

Mom seemed happy to have Ruti helping out in the field. She was grinning from ear to ear watching her daughter working so earnestly to harvest the wheat.

“Mom, what do you think the difference is between my speed and Ruti’s?”

I cut a stalk for her to demonstrate.

“That’s a perfect way to do it for a beginner…but I’ll teach you my method to beat them.”

“Your method?!”

Rit leaned forward excitedly.

“Let me show you.” Mom stooped over and gathered a bundle of wheat under her left arm. “Get a good hold of the wheat, put your sickle about three fingers’ distance from the stalks, then, keeping your wrist straight, move your arm as if you’re drawing a circle…”

There was a satisfying snap as Mom cut the stalks.

“If you harvest big bunches of wheat in one go like this, then you won’t lose to Ruti… Maybe.”

She was watching how fast Ruti was working. The look on her face said even then it might be impossible.

“Hmm.”

Rit and I both tried Mom’s method for ourselves. I couldn’t manage to finish the circle and the blade stopped halfway through.

“I did it!” Rit celebrated, holding a full bundle of wheat under her arm.

“Mrgh…”

Rit really catches on quick.

“The difference might be in the hips. You’re in a sword stance.”

“You think so?”

I tried to do it like Rit said, and this time cut it clean through.

“My sword training got in the way.”

I thought I had gotten used to a peaceful, normal sort of life in Zoltan, but I couldn’t escape the habits I had built up from all my combat training.

Still, that was an important part of who I was… Now, at least, I was able to feel that way.

“Ms. Ruti, their speed has picked up.”

“We can’t let our guards down. Do you have any advice, Dad?”

“Huh? Advice…? U-uh… A way to go even faster than you are now…? Hmm…”

Dad was thinking as hard as he could for a way to answer his daughter’s request. The serene village fields echoed with laughter.

“What a nice family.”

Yarandrala smiled happily watching all of us.

In the end, we didn’t beat Ruti, but we had a lot of fun.
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After that, we spent a few days going to several places in and around the village.

We went to Tapp’s farm and helped out milking the cows and making cheese, gave the old blacksmith a hand to make a forked hoe, and went to the river with the village kids and set up box traps to catch fish.

For the first time in years, we went into the woods with the old hunter, where we caught a big deer. The old man told stories of me as a little boy, which amused Rit and the others. It was a little embarrassing, so I just turned away and drank some wine from a leather bladder.

The wine had been made here in the village. It had a distinctive taste and wasn’t anything special, but it was the sort of thing you could drink every day without getting tired of. That flavor was something you could only get in Angle Village.

With the harvest mostly taken care of, everyone in the village gathered for a festival. We helped out preparing food from early in the morning, and Tisse made oden. The men had their arms around each other’s shoulders, drinking and singing lewd village songs.

“Hey! You’ve got some balls making a pass at my Rit!”

One scoundrel tried to hit on Rit, and I dragged him to the center of the village square. A nervous energy buzzed among the crowd as I addressed them.

“Angle Village has its own way of dealing with stuff like this, right?”

I took off my shirt. A few shrill cries could be heard from the village women.

“Bring out the belts!”

“““YEEEEAH!!!”””

The villagers cheered. There were lots of different traditional wrestling styles all around Avalonia for comparing strength without resorting to a fistfight. In Angle, the two people took off their tops, wrapped thick leather belts around their waists, and grappled using the belts and their trousers. Any form of striking was forbidden, and you had to have at least one hand holding the opponent’s belt at all times.

“All right!”

“Aaaagh!!!”

I, of course, completely overpowered the man, mercilessly slamming him to the ground. Even without the power of a blessing, I’d trained my body up mastering the sword, which was just as effective for wrestling.

My opponent was still lying on the ground where I’d thrown him, groaning in pain.

“““Woooooo! That’s Gideon for you!!”””

There were more cheers. A young girl brought me a towel, but I politely declined and went over to Rit.

“Ah, I see you have rules about that sort of thing here, too.”

She looked amused as she took out her handkerchief and wiped the sweat off me.

The fight had happened over a woman, and there was a custom that, once it was over, the woman would answer those feelings by wiping away the man’s sweat with her handkerchief or towel. It didn’t have to be the victor, and if she wasn’t interested in either, she could also just leave. If that happened, the men would drink away their sorrows together and cheer each other up, telling them they’d win next time.

But right now, that had nothing to do with me.

“Wha—?! Hey!”

In good spirits from the wine and exertion, I hugged Rit and raised my right fist. There were cheers from the villagers.

“Honestly… It’s not fair that you get to have all the fun!”

Rit slipped away from me, leaped into the air, and raised her still-sheathed shotel.

“As thanks for showing me Angle’s traditional wrestling, I’ll show you Loggervia’s traditional dance…though it is a new tradition from only about twenty years ago.”

Rit tossed me her second shotel.

“Loggervian dance invitations sure are passionate.”

Spinning the shotel, I got into a stance facing Rit.

“The loser is the one who can’t follow their opponent’s steps.”

“So, it’s a competition?”

This dance was made up of movements decided by both partners, with the two swords flowing through the air without touching. If you were too slow following the other person’s steps, their sword would touch yours or your body. Rit had taught it to me before, but I had hardly any experience…

“All right! If we’re doing this, I’m not going to lose.”

“That’s the spirit!”

You didn’t dance at a festival to do it well—you did it to have fun.

“Dad, Mom.”

“Hm, what’s up?”

“Can you play some music for us?!”

A surprised look flashed across their faces, then they grinned.

“Our son and daughter-in-law taking center stage? Fires you up, doesn’t it, dear?”

“We’ll have to play even better than we did at the earl’s estate!”

They stood up and borrowed a violin and flute from the villagers. When they had been adventurers, Mom and Dad had apparently also earned some money playing music. They’d had a completely different sort of adventure than Rit and me.

The song developed softly. Rit and I stepped while gently swinging our shotels. Mom’s violin suddenly increased in tempo, and Rit and I nimbly danced along, perfectly in sync.

“How nice. I want to join in, too.”

Yarandrala and Mister Crawly Wawly leaped in, and Ruti dragged Tisse to dance. The villagers clapped and stomped, setting the mood.

Mister Crawly Wawly moved his eight legs in a complicated sequence of steps, and Yarandrala replied with an elegant Kiramin-style dance. Tisse and Ruti moved more awkwardly, but their smiles showed they were having fun.

Eventually, more villagers joined in, dancing with raised mugs instead of swords.

Rit and I, Ruti and Tisse, Yarandrala and Mister Crawly Wawly, Dad and Mom, and all the people of the village… We’d all been through our own adventures.

This was an assembly of all those different journeys, a sight that you could only see right here and now.

The sight of Angle Village, my hometown.
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It would have been nice if that was how it ended, but…

“Umm…what are you trying to do, Ruti?”

The festival had settled down a bit with everyone tired from dancing, when Ruti suddenly picked up the belt. She started to take off her top, but Tisse and I frantically moved to stop her, and she ended up keeping her undershirt on.

“Face me this time, Big Brother.”

For some reason, her red eyes were shining with determination.

“What will you do, Red?” Tisse asked.

“My sister made up her mind to challenge me. As her older brother, there’s no way I can run from the challenge.”

“Oooh!” Tisse clapped her hands together.

I picked up the belt that had been left on the ground and put it back around my waist.

Ruti was the strongest there was…but she didn’t have the Hero blessing anymore, and she wouldn’t use any skills from New Truth. Plus, she’d had hardly done any training in wrestling, so it wasn’t like I had no chance at all.

“But her grappling during that exhibition in the Zoltan arena was incredible.”

“Yes. Ms. Ruti learned grappling by watching Danan and memorizing his moves.”

So, she’d memorized Danan’s techniques…? Y-yikes. Still, I’m not going to lose!

I gripped the belt near Ruti’s left hip, trying to break her stance, when suddenly I caught a waft of a citrusy scent…

Is that the soap she’s been using for her hair recently?

It hadn’t broken my focus. I was concentrating on her each and every move.

“Oh…no…”

I suddenly couldn’t feel the ground beneath my feet. The moment my balance shifted ever so slightly, Ruti swept my legs out from under me, and my body spun. My back slammed into the ground with a thud.

It didn’t really hurt. The motion was optimized for the sole purpose of making my back touch the ground. It was a beautiful move, like water flowing down from on high.

…Yeah. It’s frustrating, but that was a complete loss.

I made up my mind to start seriously practicing hand-to-hand techniques when I got back to Zoltan.

“Big Brother.”

Ruti held out her handkerchief for me while I was still lying on the ground.

“…Was all this because you wanted to do that?” I asked.

“Mhm.”

Ruti started wiping away the dirt on my body. The meaning of the handkerchief after the duel was a sign of affection. She had challenged me and thrown me to the ground all for this moment.

That wasn’t really how this was supposed to go…but it was cute how earnestly she was wiping off the dirt on my back, so what did that really matter?

“I—I want to wrestle Ruti, too!”

Huh?

One of the village youths had said something absurd. And even more surprisingly, a bunch of other boys also chimed in, wanting to challenge her.

Ruti looked at me, troubled. Her expression said she was thinking it would be easier to just finish it quickly than try to argue.

All right…

“If you want to fight Ruti, you’ll have to go through me first!”

“““Huhhh?!”””

The youths all recoiled with fear seeing me block their path. They probably remembered how I had mercilessly defeated even older boys in order to protect Ruti. But once they realized there wasn’t any anger in my eyes, they shouted energetically.

“Even you’ll get tired facing this many people…”

“If we can get even one person through to Ruti, it’s our win!”

Honestly. They were underestimating the former vice-commander of the Bahamut Knights and Ruti’s older brother.

Even though the alcohol had dulled my techniques, there was no way I could lose with Ruti behind me.

I had a ridiculous series of duels with a bunch of the young men and, for some reason, a few of the women of Angle Village.

Me, Ruti, Rit, Tisse, Yarandrala, Mister Crawly Wawly, Dad, Mom, the people cheering on from the sidelines, and even the people I had thrown to the ground… All of us were laughing and smiling like fools.

This was Angle. It wasn’t lazy or easygoing like Zoltan, just an ordinary village that was both reasonably serious and reasonably silly.

This was my hometown… What made it special was inside me.

As Gideon, I’d never had the freedom to stop and really look at my home and my family. But as Red…and with Rit here, too, I made an effort to remember this sight.
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We stayed in Angle Village for ten days.

With our hearts still heavy from saying goodbye to Mom and Dad and Tapp and all the other villagers, we left Angle behind.

After walking a little way, we stopped at a crossroads.

“Here?” I asked.

“Yes.” Yarandrala nodded. “I’m going south to the port where my ship is waiting, Ruti is retracing her journey and going east to the capital, Tisse is going west to the Assassins Guild, and you and Rit are going north to Loggervia…”

“““…………”””

It took some time to say the next part. But only a little bit.

“This is goodbye…”

I looked over at Ruti, the leader of the Hero’s party.

She cast her eyes downward for a moment, then faced forward.

“It was fun traveling with you—and with the people who aren’t here, too… There were happy times and hard times, but because of everyone, I can think back on it all now with fondness.”

“Ms. Ruti…”

“Thank you. I’m here now because I was able to travel with you.”

We all nodded.

“I live longer than humans, but even a hundred years from now, I won’t forget how fun and vibrant the time we spent together was.”

“This journey completely changed my life, so I cannot express how grateful I am to have travelled with you all.”

Yarandrala and Tisse smiled with a hint of sadness in their eyes. Mister Crawly Wawly swayed slowly on Tisse’s head.

“I’d like to part ways with a smile, but it is sad.”

Tears were welling in Rit’s blue eyes, and her lips were trembling. I squeezed her hand, then addressed everyone.

“It’s been a long journey since Ruti and I left Angle Village together… I won’t forget. I’ll always remember everything we’ve been through.”

Finally, Ruti slowly opened her mouth…

“The Hero’s party…is disbanded.”

We all shook hands, then turned away and walked our own paths.

Thus, Ruti the Hero’s party came to an end.
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Chapter 5

Loggervia

“I was a little too conspicuous, and voices from certain corners started calling for me to succeed Father and become queen over my younger brother, the crown prince. Before it devolved into a family feud, I ran away to the frontier to play around a bit until things settled down.”

That was the explanation Rit had given me for being in Zoltan. I hadn’t noticed any regret in her smile when she’d said it, but I did remember thinking she’d looked a little sad.
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The Duchy of Loggervia was a great nation in the north. It was difficult to traverse the road there during winter with all the snow, but in the summer, it was pleasantly cool and easy to walk.

“We’re almost at the border,” Rit said, looking at the stone marker on the side of the road. “That brings back memories. I took this same road when I left.”

“It’s the same road we took when we came to Loggervia, too.”

The back half of our honeymoon was just the two of us. It had been a peaceful walk without any real trouble.

“You’re sure you want to hide your identity until we reach the palace?”

“Mhm. I don’t know what the situation in Loggervia is right now, so I think it would be better to meet Father first before telling everyone else.”

Rit was covered by an illusion spell. I could see her normally, but to everyone else, she would appear to be an entirely different person.

“What look did you go with?”

“A human-sized Lavender.”

“…That’s easy to visualize, but also kind of hard.”

Lavender was the archfay of calamity and Van the Hero’s partner. She was a small fairy capable of sitting on a person’s shoulder, but Rit had created a scaled-up version for her illusion.

“I did adjust the hair length to match mine, though.”

“If it didn’t match, it would be immediately obvious if someone touched your actual hair.”

So, a long-haired Lavender. And Rit had presumably changed the bust size to match hers as well.

This is getting harder and harder to picture.

That said, Lavender’s true form was different altogether. The adorable fairy figure was something she’d created so Van would love her. Maybe if we ever met again, I would ask her to show me what she would look like transformed into human size. Even if it annoyed her, the worst she would do was probably throw me into a wall… That was how well we got on now.

And if I got injured, I could ask Van to heal me.

I hope they’re both doing well.

“I think it would be easier to understand if I just let you see the illusion, too…”

“But I want to travel with you.”

This was our honeymoon. I’d hate to see someone other than Rit walking beside me.

“I can see Alomar!”

“Now that takes me back…”

Alomar was a town on the southern border of Loggervia, the gateway to the great northern nation through which countless travelers passed.

It was also where Rit and I had met for the first time.
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As the entryway to Loggervia, Alomar was a lively place that had been built with the expectation of crowds of people coming and going through its paved streets.

Meat hung from the eaves of stalls, and fruits were laid out on shelves. There were craftspeople hawking their wares, selling repairs or replacements for travel supplies. Mercenaries and adventurers walking by with weapons at their waists, acting tough and intimidating…although, they were probably just doing it so that other people wouldn’t underestimate them. People who looked weak could end up getting overcharged or sold shoddy work.

It was nothing like Zoltan, but that sort of feeling was common in places with lots of travelers.

“Maybe it’s because of the war, but it was quieter the last time I was here.”

“Yeah,” Rit agreed. “There were fewer merchants then… Now it’s even busier than when I was here.”

“More people and goods moving through the town with all the rebuilding, maybe. If it’s this bustling, I’m sure that’s all going smoothly.”

“Yeah! It feels like it’s been a while since I saw these sorts of blatantly greedy sales tactics.”

Rit was watching two ironmongers in a fierce argument, deriding each other’s craftsmanship and shouting about how great their own work was. A few customers seemed to be watching and enjoying the show, egging the two on and trying to incite a price war.

“From what I can see, they look pretty similar in quality.”

The prices weren’t outrageous, and the quality was fine… Well, maybe fine was overselling it a tad.

“The repair work on that used pot is sloppy. That hole’s going to reopen.”

“He’s trying to sell used products as new.”

“Haha, that crook.”

If you were going on a journey, you had to be able to judge the value of things. This was a world where the assumption was that if you got tricked, it was your own fault. Unless something was clearly poor quality, the guards wouldn’t do anything even if you reported a merchant for ripping you off.

“It’s been a long time since I felt this cramped, packed in by all these buildings inside the town walls.”

The winding road we were walking through was the result of all the buildings crowded around us. I could hear a mother scolding a child from a nearby window. This tightly packed, neighbors could hear it all loud and clear, too. Through the window of the neighboring house, I could see an old man with a scraggly beard grimacing in annoyance as he read the newspaper.

On the other side of the street were two boys running around, pushing and shoving each other, so we moved to the side.

“Mwahaha, here I am, Ruti the Hero!”

“You won’t escape, Shisandan!”

They were playing with wooden sticks. One of the boys had scraped his knees from falling over, but he didn’t seem to mind.

“Kids running around having fun. Looks like Loggervia’s future is bright.”

“It certainly is promising.”

Rit was smiling happily as she watched the kids run off.

Alomar was boisterous and disorganized, but it was peaceful.

“There should be a shortcut if we go through here.”

Rit and I turned down a narrow back alley and then exited onto a main street… Now that really brings back memories.

“I’m glad it wasn’t burned down.”

The town had been occupied by the demon lord’s armies, so it was lucky the building was still standing.

“This is the place.”

It was the bar where Rit and I had first met.
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“Hey, missy, let’s share a drink.”

I was startled hearing that same line when we walked through the door. A female adventurer with twin swords at her hips was being propositioned by a man in a black robe.

“Ugh, no. I’m waiting for someone.”

“Tch, well I guess that’s just how it goes… Here, enjoy yourself.”

“This is for me?! Well, maybe next time I see you, I’ll take you up on that offer.”

“Oh yeah!”

The man in the black robe did a little fist pump, then went back to his seat.

Looks like all’s well that ends well.

“That’s nothing like how it was for me,” Rit said with an amused smile.

We ordered some food, then sat down at a table.

“This is where you were sitting, right?” she asked.

“Yeah. I’m surprised you remember.”

Ruti, our other party members, and I had been sitting at this table to go over the information we’d gathered in town. And Rit had been waiting to ambush us.

“I was so bewildered,” I admitted.

“Ahaha… I was all, ‘We don’t need the Hero here!’”

Rit was the princess of a military power wanting to fight off the demon lord’s armies without relying on any outsiders. She had been trying to prove herself against us the whole time we’d been in Loggervia.

“Ugh, it’s so embarrassing thinking back about it… I could tell right away how strong you all were and got anxious and ended up dragging you around in circles for nothing.”

Rit covered her red face with her bandana. It was a cute quirk of hers.

“I would have been happy if you were able to drive the demon lord’s armies out of Loggervia yourself, but…”

“But you thought it would be hard.”

“Well, yeah. After all, I knew just how strong they were from experience.”

“Now that it’s all over, thinking back, it really was an almost hopeless situation… If all of you hadn’t come, Loggervia would have been occupied and me and the rest of the royal family would’ve been beheaded.”

Rit rubbed her neck through her bandana.

“Don’t say things like that.”

“Hehe, the old you would have just calmly said, ‘Yeah, probably.’”

“…Yeah, probably.”

I gave a wry smile. I had been out of that battlefield mindset for a long time now.

“Here you are.”

I heard the brisk clack of wooden shoes as the waitress brought our food and whiskey to the table.

“If you’re at a bar in Loggervia, you’ve got to have this!” Rit’s voice rose excitedly. “You didn’t have it last time you were here, did you?”

“Well, I didn’t know if it would be good or not…”

It was a dish wrapped in a thin casing. Rit took a knife and sliced through the outer layer, causing the black filling to flow from the cut.

“It’s called haggis. It’s made by stuffing an animal’s stomach with meat—mostly offal—and herbs.”

“It sure has a distinctive smell.”

“Mhm, it makes you want to drink!”

Rit was in high spirits with this dish from her homeland in front of her.

She’s so cute.

“…Hmmm.”

That said, haggis was very divisive. It had a harsh flavor even with the herbs to mellow it out, though people who enjoyed offal would probably like it.

“It goes best with a strong whiskey.”

“Makes sense. It cleanses the palate and makes you want to take another bite.”

“Exactly!”

It was a peculiar sort of food, but seeing Rit eat it with such gusto made me enjoy it, too. A moment shared with someone I love did more to draw out the flavor of a dish than any herb ever could.

“…Should we order another helping?” I suggested.

“Oh? Now you’re hooked on the wonders of Loggervian food, too, Red?”

Yeah, it was peculiar, but that gave it an oddly addictive flavor. I finished what was left in one big spoonful.

This is delicious… Probably.

I could have it at least one more time before going back to Zoltan.
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That night, we stayed in a lodge at a vineyard just outside town.

From what Rit said, it was a quiet hole-in-the-wall sort of place. The room was decently big and had furniture in nice, calming colors. A watercolor painting of a rainbow trout hung on the wall…and although it didn’t look like a professional’s work, it did convey the joy of painting.

“I don’t mind a noisier sort of inn, though,” Rit said as she ate one of the grapes set out on the table. “This is used as lodging for day workers during the harvest season, but they rent it out during off-season.”

“It’s a really nicely decorated room.”

“The owner’s theory is that how you spend your time after work determines the efficiency of the following day’s work.”

There was a cozy blanket on the bed, and the chairs had proper cotton cushions.

“This is a nice town,” I said, sitting in one of the chairs.

“Yeah. Peaceful, too.”

“There are the usual issues with lots of people coming and going, but not the sort of fighting that gets people killed.”

This world was filled with strife, but that was maybe starting to change a bit.

Or maybe that’s just me projecting what I want to see.

“Well, we did get caught up in a few fights on the way here.”

“True.”

But this time, the only fighting we’d had to do was with remnants from the demon lord’s armies. Habotan had taken back all the soldiers who came from the dark continent, so give it a couple years and the last of those stragglers should also quiet down.

Here’s hoping.

“Honestly, I sort of expected to get caught up in some sort of incident in Alomar,” Rit said.

“Me, too.”

Our foreheads touched as we laughed.

Rit started talking about all the incidents she’d been involved in here. During her time adventuring, she had been forceful and strong-willed, and occasionally she’d screwed up and found herself in a dangerous situation. But that just added to the charm of her heroic tales.

“I had to leave my swords to enter the bar, and there I was, surrounded!”

“Whoa! How’d you get out of that one?”

“I kicked the table up like this, then fired back with magic!”

Lying in bed, Rit raised her leg and kicked. The hem of her nightgown fell back, revealing her plump thigh and sending my heart racing.

“…Hmph.”

Rit dropped her leg on my stomach.

“Are you listening to me?”

“Of course I am.”

It was just a little static in my thoughts, not like my eyes were completely stolen away. Rit slipped her arm behind my back and pulled me into a hug.

“I really do love these quiet, tranquil moments…but my heart does still flutter thinking back to my adventures.”

“I understand… I feel the same way.”

“You do?”

My heart had been light when I was fighting that lizardman in the mine. I’d spent all my youth and teenage years as a knight learning how to fight and use a sword, and that duel had reminded me just how much it meant to me.

Peace and adventure—they were both important parts of our lives.

“When we get back to Zoltan, I was thinking of trying to learn Lotus School staff techniques,” I said.

“The style Yarandrala developed?”

“It’s based around staves, but you can use it with swords and spears, too, and it’s a good base of fundamentals for pretty much everyone… That’s all I know about it, but I have a feeling there’s more to it you can only understand by trying it yourself.”

“Thinking of starting over from the fundamentals to reach the pinnacle of the blade?”

“No, nothing so grand as that. I just felt like doing some martial arts for the fun of it instead of for survival. I always avoided learning other styles so I didn’t get distracted…but now, I feel like I’d enjoy getting a bit lost learning swordsmanship.”

“That’s wonderful,” Rit said happily. “Can I join you?!”

“Of course! I’m sure it’ll be even more fun with you! And I want to learn more about using a shotel from you, too! I reached perfection as a swordsman in the fight with Shisandan. I don’t think I can ever be stronger than I was in that moment.”

It felt as if I had understood the entirety of the sword on that night. My enemy’s movement, my own, the flow of strength—I could sense it all and see the future that awaited. But when dawn broke, I’d lost it. After that, I had continued practicing not to lose my touch completely, but at some point, I’d lost my passion for swordcraft.

“This trip has helped me remember a lot. I don’t regret any of the things I’ve experienced in my life.”

“Red…”

Rit wrapped her arms around my head.

Three years ago, I had been kicked out of the party… I was rejected on that day, but it felt like I had finally managed to reclaim myself.

“I probably won’t have any more adventures I need to face in order to survive, but I’d still like to have some adventures just for fun.”

“That sounds nice. Maybe we should accept a request from the guild when we get back.”

“We could chase off some goblins tearing up a field or something.”

“Yeah!” Rit giggled. “We’re talking like this trip is almost over, but we still have the whole second half of our honeymoon to go.”

“Haha. That’s right… We still need to meet your father.”

“Ah, you’re getting nervous.”

I guess she’d felt my body tense up.

But…

“You’re nervous, too, aren’t you?”

“Ahaha…I did just run off without saying goodbye.”

Rit took my hand and put it to her cheek.

“And I came back with my husband…to give up my right to succeed the throne.”

This time I gently cradled her face.

“It’ll be all right.”

“Really?”

“If it looks bad, we can always just run off together.”

“Gah!”

Rit laughed in my arms.

“…I’m sorry for making such a selfish request.”

“You don’t have anything to apologize for. You want to tell your father to his face, just like I did with my parents, right?”

“Yeah…”

We spent the night there in Loggervia in each other’s arms, since we might not be able to sleep in the same bed once we reached the castle.
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Rit and I were sitting on a park bench, gazing up at the majestic, imposing exterior of Indulf Castle.

“As you’d expect of a military power, it looks like it would be incredibly difficult to try to sneak in.”

“Despite appearances, it does have some secret passageways. I imagine the blind spots in the defenses I used to sneak out all the time still work.”

“…If Shisandan had eaten you, it would have fallen in no time, huh.”

Rit grimaced at that.

“Jokes aside, what do you think is the best way to meet your father?”

“Hmm…”

Rit paused for a moment. She had already decided how she wanted to do this, so she was probably thinking about how to explain it all.

“You can just tell me what you need me to do,” I reassured her. “This is you we’re talking about, so that’ll be enough for me to understand.”

“Right. Thanks, Red.”

Rit made a concerted effort to relax her shoulders, then continued.

“I think it would be best to meet Chancellor Julian and explain the situation to him first.”

“Chancellor Julian? …I don’t know him.”

“The previous chancellor died during the war, so the most promising of his subordinates was promoted once the fighting ended.”

“So, someone who knows his job well. And from your tone, it sounds like he’s dependable.”

“Yes, he’s an exceptionally skilled politician. Loggervia’s rebuilding would have gone much slower without him… The only issues are his taste in clothes and his shady looks,” Rit explained with a laugh before getting serious again. “With the help of the chancellor, I think the next person we should meet is my brother, Prince Ian.”

“Before your father?”

“Yes. The reason I needed to leave Loggervia is because I had become an obstacle to my brother’s succession, so I think I should meet him first.”

I nodded. “Got it. Then I’ll look forward to meeting Prince Ian.”

Rit smiled in relief.
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That afternoon, we found ourselves at the chancellor’s estate. The manor seemed to be quite old, and although great detail had been put into the extravagances, it had likely been bought from another noble family.

“We should wait in Julian’s room for him.”

“Huh? Sneak in?”

“I trust Julian, but there’s a chance of word slipping out from anyone working for him.”

“I suppose so…but wouldn’t waiting in his room be a little too much of a surprise?”

“It’ll be fine. Probably.”

Rit looked like a child planning a prank. Maybe coming back home had caused her to revert a bit to her old persona as the mischievous princess.

I can imagine the people at the palace had no end of trouble…
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The young chancellor returned from his public duties like any other day and lit a lamp in the dark room. He had the Knight blessing, but it seemed his skills were optimized for personal relations.

With two veteran warriors nearby…he didn’t sense anything.

“Haaah.”

Exhausted from work, the chancellor looked at the lamp on the wall for a few seconds after lighting it, then turned around.

“It’s been a while.”

Rit was standing there wearing a smirk.

“…?!?!?!”

I hurried to cover his mouth before he could shout.

“Mrmph?!”

“Rit…this really wasn’t a good idea…”

“Ahaha, sorry, sorry… But it was going to be a surprise no matter how we did this, so might as well go all out, right?”

There wasn’t so much as a hint of guilt in Rit’s expression.

…Is that really how it works?

“Goodness me, you always were such a troublemaker…”

Having realized what was going on, Julian responded with a mixture of joy and exasperation. And just like that, the tension broke.
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“…I understand the situation.”

Chancellor Julian pressed his fingers against his brow, sounding troubled.

He had a handsome face, but his features hinted at the intelligence and sharp wits hiding behind it. His slender frame seemed unhealthy, likely from the strain of his work, which made him stand out from the aesthetic of a militarily-focused country like Loggervia.

…He must have it rough.

“Your judgment in coming to me without alerting anyone else was correct, Princess Rizlet… You are far too beloved by the people.”

Rit was a princess who had mingled with commoners from a young age, worked as an adventurer among the people, and was a hero who had helped save the country from invasion by the demon lord’s armies. It wasn’t surprising that there were those who thought she was best suited to be the next ruler of the country.

“Very well. I shall arrange for you to have a meeting with Prince Ian in secret tomorrow.”

“Thanks. I’m grateful you caught on so quickly.”

The princess, who was living in a foreign country, had suddenly reappeared with husband in tow so she could give up her right to inherit the throne… It was a pretty serious situation, but Julian had calmly taken it in stride and accepted Rit’s request.

“Is that really so strange?”

“Huh? Did it show on my face?”

He’d hit on exactly what I’d been thinking.

“No, I simply considered it natural that a knight such as yourself would question it, Sir Red.” Julian let out a sigh, then smiled. “Lady Rizlet saved us… As a citizen of this country, it is only natural that I would wish for her happiness.”

“…As her husband, that warms my heart to hear.”

“We cannot make preparations as yet…but I assure you there will come a day when the people of this country celebrate Lady Rizlet’s marriage. Until then, I shall support the two of you in Loggervia’s stead.”

Julian had seemed like a cold, calculating man, but apparently, there was more to him than that.

“Loggervia sure is blessed with lots of talented people.”

“Mhm.”

Rit’s chest swelled with pride at my comment.
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Ian of Loggervia was Rit’s younger brother and the first in line to succeed her father. I had introduced myself to him once when we’d fought here, but that was as far as our interactions had gone. To the best of my knowledge, he’d never once gone out onto the battlefield during the fighting.

“Sister… It has been quite a while…”

We were meeting the prince in Julian’s manor.

Ian had the same sky-blue eyes as Rit. Their faces were similar, but he had kinder eyes. He was also on the smaller side, with blond hair tied up at the back of his head, and wore a fine outfit befitting royalty that seemed to suit him.

“It has, Ian. Have your studies been going well?”

“There is no end to the knowledge needed to run a country. I have acquired a treatise on governing in the dark continent style that has raised questions about the methods I had come to believe were correct.”

“Wow. That’s something I would never be able to manage.”

“I wonder about that. I believe you could decipher any text no matter how difficult once you understood it to be necessary.”

It was just small talk to avoid the main subject. Ian was smiling awkwardly.

“Prince Ian,” Julian said.

But Ian averted his gaze from Rit and tried to continue the conversation.

“It has been many years, Sir Red. I was concerned when I heard rumors that you died in battle during your journey, but it is a joy to be able to meet you again in good health.”

“You are too kind.”

“Ian,” Rit said firmly.

“…Yes.”

He gave up and faced her.

“I married Red, and I’m surrendering my right to succession.”

“So, everything Julian said was true.”

The prince’s shoulders slumped.

“You understand as well as I do that this is for the best. If I remained in the line of succession, any children of mine and Red’s have would also have a claim to the throne.”

“Yes. You are correct, as always, Sister.”

“…I wanted to tell you before I told Father because this directly affects you.”

“True. Should a dispute arise, it would surely come after I have taken the throne. I must thank you.”

Rit’s expression clouded. She hadn’t wanted thanks; she’d wanted to know Ian’s thoughts on the matter.

It isn’t my place to get involved in their family affairs, though…

“Sir Red, I have a request.”

Ian suddenly looked at me.

“It is rather abrupt, but might we have a duel?”

“A—a duel?”

“Yes. I have brought wooden swords with me.”

A duel with swords?!

That was completely outside my expectations. Ian opened his item box and took out two wooden swords. They were made of hickory and had a standard longsword shape.

“Ian! What is the meaning of this?!”

Rit loved sword fighting, but she couldn’t understand what this was about and quickly tried to stop it.

“You need not worry, Sister. Sir Red is one of the great heroes who saved our country… No harm will befall him.”

“Ian, you…”

I guess I don’t have much of a choice…

“Chancellor Julian, do you mind?”

Julian let out a short sigh at my question, then gave a nod.

“…Very well. There are people about, so you may use this room.”

“Red?! Even you, Julian?!!”

“Rit, you can leave this to me.”

“Okay… If you say so.”

Rit was confused and didn’t understand what her brother was doing. I didn’t either…but I thought I should answer his challenge so that I would understand.

“It’s been a while since I used a longsword.”

My usual bronze sword was a little shorter to be easier to wield single-handed. This wooden sword was lighter even than my bronze sword, though, so I could control it easily with one hand, too.

But to use it in a manner different from a real sword would be to lose sight of the true nature of the fight. I took a middle stance as if it were a real longsword.

“You need not hold back.”

Ian took a high stance, raising his hands up to shoulder height. It was a fundamental stance in most of the styles that used longswords.

A textbook sort of swordsmanship, huh… But there isn’t any conviction behind it.

“In that case…” I lowered my sword, letting it hang limply from my right hand as I slowly walked forward. “Please attack however you like.”

“…!”

Doubt appeared in Ian’s eyes, then he stepped forward and let out a cry, swinging his sword down.

“Gah?!”

There was a clatter as his sword hit the floor. I had stepped back with my left foot, causing his swing to miss while striking the back of his sword to make the prince drop his weapon.

…That’s the match.

“As expected, I did not have any chance of victory no matter what I did,” Ian said, rubbing his numb hand.

“Your true duty is not with the sword, Prince Ian.”

Ian lacked real combat experience. He seemed to have been fighting monsters for the sake of raising his blessing level, but he didn’t have experience fighting another person wielding a weapon, and the fights with monsters were done in safe situations with soldiers around to protect him.

“The people wish for a strong ruler capable of protecting this land, Sir Red,” Prince Ian said, looking me in the eyes. “You should be the one to rule the Duchy of Loggervia.”

I could hear Rit gasp.

“Ian! Don’t be stupid!”

“No, this is my conclusion after thorough consideration! You should become queen, Sister, and Sir Red can support you as your husband… The power balance of this continent has shifted dramatically over the course of the war against the demon lord’s armies!” Ian stood up, raising his voice and glaring at Rit. “The Kingdom of Veronia to the southwest has dramatically grown in power after ending the war almost untouched. The lone surviving heir to the fallen Flamberge Kingdom in the west is Van the Hero. Should he take the throne, his support and authority will be enormous! Meanwhile, the Kingdom of Avalonia in the center of the continent fought throughout the entire war, exhausting itself more than any other country, achieving victory and gaining nothing from it. The holy church is unable to respond to the change in the nature of blessings and has lost influence. The balance of power will shift west!”

“…That is a reasonable prediction,” Julian observed with a nod.

At a loss, Rit looked from Ian to Julian and back again.

“In this new age, the Duchy of Loggervia will need great strength—strength that you and Sir Red possess! With Sir Red as your husband, our relations with the Kingdom of Avalonia would also be strengthened, and under this pretext, Avalonia in its exhaustion would turn to Loggervia for support, allowing the forging of a powerful alliance. A future like that would be possible with the two of you leading this country!”

“Ian, I don’t have the abilities of a ruler… I don’t know the first thing about running a country, and I can’t stay locked up in the confines of the palace. That’s just who I am.”

“Minor problems like that can be resolved! Should not a ruler be the person desired by the people?!”

The prince’s hesitation and helplessness were gone, replaced by a spirited eloquence.

“Ian, the breadth of your vision is a quality that I just don’t have.”

“A subordinate possessing such vision is sufficient. I could simply serve you, Sister.”

“Why this, all of a sudden…? What are you…?”

Right… Rit’s so strong, she might not be able to understand what Ian’s feeling.

I looked around the room…and spotted just the thing.

“Prince Ian, do you play kings?”

“Hm? …I do, as a form of entertainment with retainers and advisers.”

Kings was a board game where soldiers, knights, and the like were used to try to take the opponent’s king. It was often played by nobles and merchants. It was a game where skill was most decisive, unlike games of chance involving dice such as wyvern race.

“If you win, then I will be willing to accept your proposal.”

“R-Red?!”

“A lie told in passing to a prince cannot be readily ignored.”

“Haha, that sharp gaze resembles Rit’s. But as a former knight, I do, of course, understand the weight of my words.”

I stood up and touched a kings piece.

“Chancellor, might I borrow this set?”

“…Of course. I simply serve Prince Ian’s will.”

The board was made of ebony, while the pieces were from glaciacorno beast horn. It was an extravagant set more for decoration than for actual play.

Still, I’m sure even these guys want to experience a real fight at least once.

“Red, are you sure you’ll be okay? You don’t know how good Ian is at kings.”

Rit was uneasy, but I smiled to put her mind at ease, still holding the set.

“Leave it to me.”

“All right. Anytime you say that, things are bound to turn out okay.”

I gave her a firm nod.

“Also, could we have some privacy to play alone?” I asked.

“Sure… Take care of Ian.”

“I will.”

Rit and Julian both left the room, leaving Ian and me to ourselves.

“Now, since this is Loggervia and I am the one attacking, shall I move first?”

“That is an interesting idea… Very well, then.”

We faced each other across the board. After setting out the smooth pieces, I made the opening move.

“Beginning with the knight…?”

“Is that so uncommon?”

“It is. No one in Loggervia begins with such a move.”

Ian’s expression changed as he began envisioning the development from an unexpected opening.

“Prince Ian.”

“Yes?”

“While we are playing kings, we are on equal ground as opponents. Might I be slightly less formal?”

“Yes…I do not mind. I will also try to relax as well,” Ian answered, moving a pawn.

“In that case, let’s have a good match, Ian. You can just call me Red, or even Big Brother if you want.”

“Big Brother… I was preoccupied with Sister, but I do suppose that would be our relationship now.”

He gave a smile that seemed to say it didn’t feel real. After that, we continued to play, chatting casually. Ian had the advantage in the game, but I was preparing an attack from outside the board.

“Did you ever play like this with Rit?”

“No. Any moment she could spare, Sister would leave the castle… I did climb a tree with her in the courtyard, though.”

“You climbed a tree?!”

“That was my first and only time. It was terrifying, but the view from atop it was stunning.”

“That sounds like a nice memory.”

I took a pawn with my knight.

“Knights are powerful. The king has no choice but to run,” Ian said.

“But the king is the most important piece in the game, right?”

“…True.”

“Prince Ian, you have a talent that Rit does not…is something I’m sure you’ve heard enough to make you sick. So don’t worry, I’ll spare you that argument again.”

“Haha, that is quite reassuring.”

He took my knight with his queen.

“The queen sure is strong,” I commented.

“She really is.”

We smiled at each other.

“Ian, do you love Rit?”

“What? Of course I do. My sister is incredible. I love and deeply respect her.”

“I think I understand a little bit about how you feel.”

“You do?”

“My younger sister was the Hero.”

“…!”

Ian’s eyes shot up from the board to look at me.

“Ruti’s amazing. In just one day, she absorbed the essence of swordsmanship that I’d spent five years learning and made it her own. Not long before we came here, she completely beat me in wrestling as well.”

“Sir Red…what do you think of Lady Ruti?”

“She’s my beloved little sister. That said, if Ruti had been born into the world we have now—with all her talent and without the impulses of blessings—I would love her, but I’d probably feel something else, too.”

“…Resentment?”

“You have talents that Rit doesn’t…but Rit would probably be better as a ruler. In your wisdom, you have accurately determined that.”

“No matter the effort I might exert, I cannot win against Sister’s natural charisma. The logical conclusion is that she should rule.”

“That may be true.”

“…It is frustrating and shameful. I cannot help but consider it the right decision to bind my freedom-loving sister to the throne, and no matter how much I study I cannot change that fact. I loathe her talent.”

“…”

“And I despise my own weakness, my wretchedness that I would hate my own sister…! I… I hate myself most of all…”

Having uttered emotions he couldn’t say to anyone, Ian hung his head.

I moved my mage to a tile that was safe now that the queen had moved.

“Ian, you’re clever, but there’s one crucial aspect you’re missing.”

“What is that?”

“Do you want to rule?”

“Do I want to rule? What does that have to do with it?”

Ian’s blue eyes locked onto mine and he spoke from the heart.

“A ruler becomes the ruler because people wish them to lead. Wanting to lead is a triviality, is it not?”

“Is it?”

“If Sister had been first in line to the throne, everyone would have hoped for her to become queen and she would have succeeded the throne as wished.”

“I wonder. Even in that scenario, if you said you wanted to be king, I think she probably would have given up her right to inherit just like she wants to do now.”

The prince looked like he still couldn’t accept what I was saying.

“Ian, I’m not saying this to brag, but I’ve met a lot of royals by now.”

King Salius of Veronia, Van of Flamberge, the demon lord’s daughter Habotan, Demon Lord Taraxon… Queen Consort Leonor, the unrivaled villainess whose gaze was still seared into my mind.

“The important thing is your will, what you want to accomplish as king. Whether that be strengthening your country, bringing joy to your people, reforming the system of government, or even purely self-interest! The will to achieve something from the throne is what moves countries.”

“…”

“A king without that motivation will spend his reign carrying out the wishes of others…but that creates a country for people who can make their wishes heard… With your smarts, I’m sure you understand that.”

“I do…”

“So, do you want to be king? Is there something you want to achieve as king?”

“…I want to put what I’ve studied to the test and see if my ideas can work. We should be able to avoid these troublesome clashes with Sunland by developing roads and strengthening trade between our countries and produce more lumber by establishing logging camps in undeveloped regions. We need a more efficient system of taxation as well!”

Ian began listing off ideas as he made his move. Some were revolutionary, others I couldn’t really judge because I’d only ever been a knight. But one thing was clear: Ian really did have a strong will…just as I’d thought.

“You truly are Rit’s brother. You’re a lot like her.”

“…Huh?”

“Rit became an adventurer so she could test her own strength. You should become king so you can test your ideas.”

“You would tell me to become king for a reason like that…?!”

“Then do you think Rit was wrong to become a hero for the same reason?”

“Well…”

“And if she was wrong, she would have no right to take your authority and become queen.”

“That’s unfair. It’s a sophist argument, but I can’t refute it.”

“Hahaha, well, I was a knight. If I’m going to fight, I’m going to do it in a way that I can’t lose.”

“Thinking rationally about it, even if I had won, all I would have gained was your agreement. Sister would never accept it… So, I was destined to lose regardless?”

Ian flashed an untroubled smile.

“If you don’t want to become king, you’re welcome to come back to Zoltan with us.”

“No, I want to be king… Loggervia is where I belong.”

“Yeah. That’s a good face you’re making.”

In the end, I won our game of kings. Ian was the better player, but he’d lost focus in the middle of our match.

“I resign.”

He laid down his king.

Phew… I’d gotten the first move, used an opening he didn’t know, unbalanced him with a psychological gambit, and even after all that, I’d only barely won.

Still, it feels good beating a strong opponent!

“You seem to have enjoyed yourself.”

“You’re a really good player, Ian.”

“…Are you intending to remain in Loggervia for long?”

“Yeah, assuming we aren’t banished, we were planning to take our time here.”

“Then would you be willing to play with me again, Brother?”

He’d actually called me his brother.

The resentment and uncertainty was gone from his eyes, leaving them clear and bright.

“Of course.”

“I look forward to it! Also, you should know, wyvern race is actually my preferred game.”

“Oh? That’s surprising… We should invite Rit, and the three of us can play together.”

I was sure it would be a fun time.

A younger brother… How exciting.
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Early the next morning, Rit and I were finally brought to the castle by Ian and Julian.

“My humblest apologies for troubling you at such an hour. However, his majesty will be away from the castle on official business before lunchtime.”

“I see Father’s back to his old self.”

“Yes, he is carrying out his official duties with renewed vigor.”

“That’s great to hear!”

Rit sounded happy.

The king had grown distant in the wake of the death of his close friend Gaius during the war. Gaius had been the head of the royal guard and Rit’s master, and the loss had left the king feeling depressed and without the energy to make decisions for the country. I heard he’d still been like that when Rit left Loggervia, but it seemed he’d managed to recover.

We walked down the quiet halls and were guided to the throne room.

“I have brought Lady Rizlet and Sir Gideon.”

A man with a voluminous beard and a velvet cape over his shoulders was sitting on a throne atop a pedestal. This was the king of Loggervia. When I’d first met him, his hair had been a blond similar to Rit’s, but the stress of the war had turned it almost silver.

“I have heard from Ian.”

Even so, his eyes had regained their former intensity. Rit looked up from where she knelt.

“Hello, Father. As I am sure you have heard, I have decided to live my life as the spouse of the Zoltan apothecary Red… May we have your blessing?”

“You idiot!!”

His voice shook the room.

“Born to the glorious Loggervian line, yet you wander off and marry without your father’s permission?! Such a fool cannot be called my daughter!”

“Father…!”

“You are stripped of your right to succeed the throne, and you may neither build a home nor reside upon Loggervian soil without my permission! Away with you!!”

The room fell silent. No one said a word.

“…Is that sufficient, Julian? Have you made a record of this conversation?” the king asked, all trace of his former anger having dissipated.

“Yes, Your Majesty. It has been transcribed for the records.”

“Good.” The king stood up with a smile. “You may be at ease. I’m sorry for yelling.”

“Hmph! If that’s all this was, you could have explained it beforehand, couldn’t you?!”

Rit looked relieved as she grumbled, but her father was grinning like a child who’d pulled off a spectacular prank.

Ahh, so that’s where she got it.

“You wanted to make it so Rit could return to Loggervia with the king’s permission.”

“Indeed. The issue of revoking all right to inheritance must be handled properly if our people and the surrounding countries are to be satisfied. If she were to declare her intentions herself, no one would be able to allow it…however, if I have banished her, then I am the only one who needs to grant permission to allow her presence again.”

Having said that, the king sighed.

“I was so spineless before that I could not even think of even something like this…and as a result, I forced my own daughter to bear the weight of it herself. How pitiful…”

“Your will returned the moment Rit left,” I said, and the king nodded.

“I was furious at my own lack of courage. Under the pretext of observing the restoration efforts, I spent half a month hunting monsters all around the land to strengthen myself again.”

“In the chaos after Lady Rizlet left, his majesty the king also disappeared. It was quite the difficult few weeks,” Chancellor Julian said, shaking his head.

In his youth, the king had snuck out with Gaius and gone on a journey to right wrongs around the country. He had learned the manner of a stern and solemn ruler later, but his true nature was probably very similar to Rit’s.

“We shouldn’t linger in such a stuffy, formal location. Let us move elsewhere.”

“You want to change locations?” I asked.

“Indeed. You are my son now, so I’ll show you something special,” the king said with a smirk.

That smile is another thing Rit inherited from her father.
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We ventured deeper into the castle. Past the throne room, where the royal family lived, was a courtyard.

In the middle of it was a beautiful garden.

“I never would’ve guessed there was a place like this inside the castle.”

Chancellor Julian had returned to official duties, while the rest of us had come here. Gorgeous flowers from every land bloomed all around us and butterflies danced amid the vibrant colors. From atop the little bridge over the small artificial river, I could see a big goldfish beneath the water’s surface.

“I thought Loggervia was known for its simplicity and stoicism.”

“This courtyard is said to have been constructed by a previous king in order to comfort his bride from another land. The Loggervian line has quite the passionate streak, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I remember you getting mad when I broke the fence playing here.”

It sounded like a fun memory to Rit, but the king grimaced.

Moving through the garden, we emerged into an open area. A comfortable summer breeze blew through the space.

“Here we can speak without anyone overhearing,” the king said, removing his cape. “Now then, Red.”

“Yes?”

“A duel.”

Again?!

I glanced at Ian, and he looked aside awkwardly.

“If you want my daughter, then try to defeat me!”

“Hang on, we’re already married!”

“Enough! Prepare yourself and fight me!”

“This is really happening, huh…”

He’s just like both his children!
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“Huh?!”

Whack! An impact ran through my side and I grimaced in pain.

“You got me.”

I had misread it. Blocking with a shotel was tough.

“Haah, haah, I finally landed a blow.”

The king sounded satisfied from where he lay on the ground, arms and legs splayed out.

“For Father to only manage one blow in twenty rounds… You truly are incredible, Brother!”

“Hehe, that’s my Red.”

Ian and Rit were sitting next to each other, watching cheerfully.

“Shall we go again?” I asked.

“No, I’m taking my win and running away.”

“Hrngh…”

It was frustrating when he put it that way.

Was the King of Loggervia always like this?

I only knew him as the solemn and stern ruler, so it was a bit of a surprise.

“You weren’t serious at all when you fought me,” Ian commented.

“Why do you say that?”

“You completely lowered your defenses, didn’t you? I thought that was just your style of swordsmanship, but you took a proper stance when facing Father.”

“Ah, you misunderstand. I thought that was the best method for facing your style of sword fighting, Ian.”

“What do you mean?”

“You use a textbook fighting style. You intended to use whatever technique matched my stance best in order to break down my defenses. By not taking a stance, I ensured you could no longer follow the textbook form and would be forced to go on the attack.”

“That was it…?! So, even if it was a crude way of fighting, you were facing me seriously.”

“Of course I was. It was a duel, after all.”

In order to understand Ian through his sword, I had to be just as serious with my own swordsmanship.

“You fought Ian before me?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you know to respect your elders?”

The king’s more of a pain to deal with than I expected!

“Um, no, that’s not…”

“I’m kidding… So, that’s why Ian’s expression has changed?”

“It wasn’t just the duel. We also had a conversation over a game of kings.”

“Kings, too?! That’s not a game I am particularly skilled in… I much prefer wyvern race.”

“Ian said the same thing.”

“Hmph, then perhaps we should have a nice game as a family while you’re here.” The king nodded to himself, then after a pause added, “What was the conversation about?”

“It might be better if you asked Ian directly.”

“Oho… Very well, then.”

The king looked at Ian, who sat up straight and met his father’s gaze head on.

“Yes, when the opportunity comes for us to speak in private, I will tell you of the resolve Brother gave me…but if I were to put it simply, I have decided of my own will to be the next king of Loggervia.”

“…Is that right?! That’s my son!” The king flashed a dazzling white smile, then turned to me. “Anyway, it looks like you worked up a sweat.”

“Yeah. Loggervia’s summers are nice and cool, but it still gets hot when you exercise.”

“All right! In that case, next I’ll show you the grand baths reserved for the Loggervian royal family!”

He placed his heavy hand on my shoulder.

…A bath reserved for the royal family?

I’d brag about this to Tisse when we got back.
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The bathhouse was made of marble and had a glass ceiling revealing the blue sky. A beautiful relief of a Loggervian winter scene covered the wall.

“This is incredible.”

Apparently, the bath used groundwater that was warmed using Loggervia’s famous charcoal. It was the perfect heat.

The king sounded happy to hear his beloved bathhouse praised. “I warm up here when I get back from a hunt. Nothing beats drinking a snow-chilled ale in the bath.”

On Canelé Island, I had been the only man among the group in the bath, but this time it was properly divided up between men and women. The king, Ian, and I were all soaking in the water.

…I definitely wouldn’t have guessed things would end up like this.

“Winter… That sounds nice, to be able to sink into a hot bath while looking out at the snow.”

“Ah, you understand it well.”

“Brother, the snow glistening in the autumn moonlight is truly a splendid sight.”

“Do you come here a lot, too, Ian?”

“Not too often, but I come here when I’m exhausted or if there’s a sickness going around, I spend time here. There is a sauna in the next room as well.”

“So that was a sauna? Taking a steam in a northern country feels better than anywhere else.”

“Is that so? I’ve not been to any other lands… I suppose one must learn of other places to appreciate the value of one’s own country,” Ian murmured to himself, as if thinking of something.

“Ahh, the water’s great.”

I massaged my legs, loosening the muscles after such a long journey on foot. An old scar on my leg ached a little. It was the burn I’d gotten from the forest fire when I was gathering ingredients for the medicine to cure Tanta. There were countless others carved into my body.

“The proof of a warrior.”

The king was looking at my scars. Then he showed off his own—cuts from blades on his sword arm.

“…Scars ache on rainy days, so it’s best to avoid them if you can.”

I’d said that for Ian. The path he planned to walk as king wouldn’t require scars.

“You’re a good big brother,” the king said, before suddenly standing up. “Now, how about I wash my sons’ backs?”

““What?!”” Ian and I yelled in sync.

“Hahaha, just like real brothers.”

“Y-Your Majesty, with all due respect, to have you wash my back is…”

“Father, for the king of Loggervia to do such a thing would…”

“What’s wrong with a father washing his sons’ backs?”

“Well, I mean…”

I exchanged an awkward glance with Ian.

“By custom, our rulers are addressed as ‘king,’ but this land is actually a duchy.”

King wasn’t a title that could just be claimed by anyone who ruled a territory. It had originated in the Kingdom of Gaiapolis founded by the previous Hero.

“Loggervia claimed independence by shamelessly striking out on its own when its liege’s territory was in chaos. Is our family name really so highly valued that I can’t even wash my sons’ backs?”

“…Most countries were founded in a similar way. If you go back far enough, Avalonia’s royal family is descended from a tyrant who was banished for colluding with the demon lord…but the people still respect the authority their name carries.”

“Yes, I know that. Which is why, at least at a time like this when I’ve stepped out of my royal garb, I’m asking you to let me play the part of a father who’s simply happy to have a son-in-law.”

If he was going to go that far, it would be rude to refuse. Ian and I got out of the bath and sat down on stools.

“Good.”

The king of Loggervia lathered up some soap on a silk towel, then washed my back. I probably should have expected it, but his movements were awkward, as if he’d never done it before. He scrubbed my back roughly using his strength.

“It’s a difficult thing to wash someone’s back.”

“Yes. Maybe if you imagined wiping away the dirt with the soapy towel rather than putting your strength into it?”

My skin could handle it from all the time I’d spent on the road, but this would be tough on Ian. I couldn’t imagine I’d ever again have the experience of instructing a king to wash my back.

“Oh, you know your stuff.”

“I studied carefully so I could wash Rit’s body.”

The king put too much force into it again and scraped my back.

“Owww…”

That would make him angry… Guess I went a little too far.

“I, her own father, have never even washed my daughter’s back…and it’s not like I can bathe with her now.”

“No…”

“I was a terrible dad.”

“…Really?”

“A kind, strong, cute princess beloved by all the people—she is a daughter far greater than I deserve…but I was powerless to protect her happiness.” The king continued softly. “I did not know where she went, I could not protect her from hostile threats, I could not even be there to give her advice when she was troubled… As a father, I could do nothing more than pray my daughter was living a happy life.”

His hands stopped.

“Red, I’m grateful to you. You have given my daughter happiness. Rizlet’s smile has become even more beautiful than when she was here.”

“I am no longer a knight or a hero, just a man running an apothecary out on the frontier… I cannot provide her luxury the likes of this grand bath. However, I will protect Rit’s smile to the end. I can promise that.”

“My daughter was blessed with having met good people. There is no greater joy for me as a father.”

I couldn’t see the king as he washed my back, but I could guess the look on his face from Ian’s gentle expression watching his father.

Nobody said anything. We simply enjoyed the poignant moment in silence.
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Night, in a guest room of the castle…

“Phew. I’m stuffed.”

“Me, too.”

Rit and I were lying next to each other on a big bed, rubbing our stomachs after having eaten way too much.

Apparently, dinner preparations had been going on since yesterday. All the court chefs had been put to work creating a full course meal for us. Loggervia was a landlocked country, so they didn’t have local seafood, but we’d had a steamed melon appetizer, followed by shellfish cooked in wine, titan crab soup, fresh cooked vegetables, behemoth filet steaks, mountain peach ice cream, and on and on…

As a knight, I’d had something similar at least to all of the individual dishes, but never as a set meal like today.

“That was incredible…”

They were all superb dishes, and we’d felt pressured not to let anything go to waste, having such wonderful food served specially for us.

“I wonder if we can eat the leftovers tomorrow.”

It had been too much for me to finish, now that I’d adapted to the life of a commoner. On top of that, my body was in energy-saving mode from our trip, so I was at the point where even just a little bit of food was enough to satisfy me.

Still, the meal had been so delicious I felt as if I’d spend the rest of my life regretting it if I didn’t eat it all now.

“It’s summer, so it’s hard to say.”

“Mmm.”

A full stomach and a comfortable bed with nice silk sheets. I could just fall asleep comfortably then and there.

“Hey, Red.”

But it was our honeymoon. It was more important to talk with Rit.

“What is it?”

I sat up.

“You’ve really gotten along well with Father and Ian.”

“I had considered the possibility that we might have to run from Loggervia if they got angry…but I’m glad they were willing to accept me like this.”

It surprised me how happy I was that the king was treating me like a son. I was aware of how light my heart felt, which made me even more proud of having protected Loggervia.

“It’s been a while since I saw Father enjoying himself so much.”

“Really?”

“Probably not since I was really young, when I was playing with Master… After that, he was always the stern and scary king.”

Rit closed her eyes as she reminisced.

“I didn’t know father could be so happy.”

“Life is just one surprise after another.”

We’d expected this trip to our homelands to be a chance to introduce each other to our families, but in returning home, we were realizing how much there was that we ourselves didn’t know.

Life was funny like that.

“Have you heard about tomorrow?”

“I was told we’ll be visiting Gaius’s grave, and that we’ll all be playing wyvern race in the evening…”

“I’m going to get measured for clothes at noon tomorrow.”

“For clothes? Did your father say that?”

“Mhm.”

What was that about?

“He said there were clothes he wanted to give me as a present. The measurements are to have them adjusted.”

“Huh. That sounds nice… Maybe I’ll take a look around the garden again while you’re doing that.”

I’d only had a brief walk around there today; most of my time had been spent dueling with the king. I was sure there was lots to see in that beautiful garden.

I was thinking about tomorrow, when…

“I love you, Red.”

Rit was looking into my face from the side.

“Where’d that come from…? I love you, too, Rit.”

“Heehee… Ahh, I’m so happy! I’m so glad we took this honeymoon.”

“Yeah. Even without any grand adventures, it’s been a trip I’ll never forget.”

The moonlight shining through the window landed on Rit. She was beautiful, and I gently caressed her cheek.
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Seven days later…

Time flew by, and before we knew it, we had reached the second to last day of our planned stay here. The king and Ian had shown us around the past week, letting me experience all sorts of things around Loggervia: the beautiful forests and lakes, a parade of knights, the forest people with their axes who supported Loggervia, a village built on a cliff, and riding across the plains on horseback beneath the starry northern sky.

I had grown to love the country.

“So, you’re leaving tomorrow? I’m going to miss this,” the king commented sadly after we finished breakfast. “If you feel some pity for a father who won’t meet his daughter and son again for some time, please accompany me today.”

“We’ve been with you every day.”

Rit smiled at the strange way he’d suddenly brought that up. The king grinned back.

“True, but there is something I want to do today, no matter what.”

““There is?””

Rit and I both cocked our heads.
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The chapel of Indulf Castle had been built separate from the palace. The whole building had been reserved, and I was standing in front of the altar. I was wearing the formal attire of the Loggervian royal family provided for me by Julian.

“Rit…”

Seeing the woman I loved appear through the door took my breath away. She walked up the aisle in a pure white dress, escorted by her father and brother.

“Ehehe, does it suit me?”

“Yeah. You look stunning.”

Seeing us, the king smiled happily.

“I’m sorry for my selfish request, but I wanted to be able to see my daughter in this dress.”

“And I as well, Brother, Sister… It truly is a splendid outfit!”

The king had wanted to be present for his daughter’s wedding ceremony.

“This was what the measurements were for?”

Rit touched the dress that had been altered to fit her perfectly. It was the most luxurious of gowns, made of kaobe silk that could be found only in Kiramin. Of course, though, the dress hadn’t been made for Rit. Even for the tailors of the Loggervian royal family, making a wedding dress like this in seven days was impossible.

“Rizlet, that is the queen’s dress.”

“Mother’s?!”

“It has been altered for you, but even so, the fact that it fits you so perfectly shows you truly are your mother’s daughter… It looks wonderful on you.”

Rit hugged the dress covering her body.

“Rizlet, this dress is my wedding gift to you.”

“But isn’t this a precious memento for you, Father?!”

“It is indeed…which is why I am giving it to you. It’s a one-of-a-kind dress I had made for the queen. Should you ever be in need of money, you can always sell it.”

“Sell it…? I could never!”

“That is what she would want. Your mother would have been glad to have a memento of her protect her daughter’s happiness.”

“…Mother…”

“Rizlet, I am telling you this not as a king, but as your father.”

The solemn ruler of Loggervia held back the tears in his eyes as he took Rit’s hands.

“Your mother and I were born to make you happy.”

Next, he turned his gaze on me.

“And Red, you are my son. I believe in your strength, but never forget, no matter how far away you may live, you can always count on me as an ally if you’re in trouble.”

“Father… I won’t forget it.”

“Rizlet, Red… Congratulations on your wedding! From the bottom of my heart, I wish the best for both of you!”

After that, Rit and I exchanged vows and a kiss for the second time, swearing our lifelong love before the king of Loggervia.
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“Red,” the king asked me after the ceremony. “Did you enjoy your time in Loggervia?”
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“Yes. I’ll never forget it.”

“That’s good. It was a short trip, and I know this isn’t somewhere you can readily return to,” he said with a smile. “Regardless, I wanted you to come to love this country, because Loggervia is also your homeland now.”

“…Is that why you shared so much of your time with me?”

“Come and visit again when my grandchild has been born and is old enough to travel. By then, Ian will have grown enough that all the people of Loggervia will recognize him as the rightful heir.”

“That’s right. I’ll become a strong prince capable of standing before you and Sister with my head held high.” Ian looked at the two of us and nodded resolutely.

“We’ll come back to show Loggervia to our children. I promise.”

We really had made some wonderful memories on our honeymoon.
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Summer had ended, and fall had come. The old trade ship was crossing the seas with a sail full of the autumn breeze.

“It’s a lot cooler than when we left,” Rit said.

She was standing on the deck, her blond hair rustling in the wind.

“With this breeze, we should reach Zoltan before sunset.”

Our plan had been to arrive tomorrow, but fortunately we’d had a good tailwind.

“It’s sad to think our honeymoon’s almost over.”

Rit looked back over her shoulder at me. We were riding a trade ship headed back to Zoltan. Our pleasant days of travel were coming to an end.

“I’m really glad we did this,” I said.

“Me, too.”

We had seen so many wonderful things on this trip, and most importantly, we’d been able to celebrate our marriage with the people who had watched over us from the start. My family, Rit’s family, Yarandrala, Illumitar…

“I’m sure Master was glad, too.”

“Yeah. I’m sure Gaius is happy for us.”

Rit held her shotel and bowed her head against it. Gaius lived on in Rit’s blade. Over the course of this trip, we had managed to retrace the memories of the people we could no longer meet.

But our journey had to end at some point… Starting tomorrow, we would be back to our slow life in Zoltan.

There was a brief silence, then we spoke at the same time.

“…Rit.”

“…Red.”

“Y-you first, Red.”

“Uh, but… Okay.”

We both hesitated, but I pressed on.

“I didn’t say anything until now because I thought it might just be mistaken…but I’m sure now, so I thought I should say something.”

“It’s not like you to beat around the bush like this.”

“I’m nervous.”

I took a deep breath.

“I trained myself to be able to determine people’s blessings through observation.”

“Yeah. It’s crazy that isn’t even a blessing skill.”

“So I noticed that your movements have changed a little…just a tiny bit.”

“…Mm?”

I steeled myself and just went for it.

“There’s another life inside of you, Rit.”

I peered into Rit’s eyes. She angled her gaze down slightly before responding.

“My blessing is Spirit Scout, a vanguard role that can use a little bit of spirit magic…so I noticed that the flow of spirits through me has changed when I use a spell.” She looked up, beaming. “Red, there’s another life inside me!”

Rit and I hugged each other.

“I’m so happy!”

“Mhm… Yeah!”

This journey would come to an end someday.

Our next journey would be the three of us!







Chapter 6

One Final Adventure

Time gradually passed. Winter arrived, then spring, then summer came again. Zoltan was peaceful, and business at Red & Rit’s Apothecary was stable. Ruti and Tisse both made it back safely, and their plantation, adventuring, and various personal projects were all going smoothly.

…It had been almost ten months now since our honeymoon ended.

“Welcome!”

I called out like always to the guest who entered the shop.

“Yo, just you today, Red?”

The half-elf carpenter Gonz had been a regular ever since we’d first opened.

“There’s no way I can ask Rit to work. I’m handling all of this, and she’s focusing on herself and the baby.”

“How’s she doing?”

“Dr. Newman said everything’s going well.”

“That’s great to hear!”

I poured a cup of water and gave it to Gonz. Summer in Zoltan was as hot as ever.

“Oh, welcome!”

There was a voice behind me, and Rit poked her head out, wearing a loose, comfortable outfit to fit her larger tummy.

“Rit! You can just rest and leave the shop to me, you know.”

“Hehe, you’re just as big a worrywart as Mogrim. You know Dr. Newman said it was good for me to get some exercise as long as I don’t strain myself.”

Rit complained about me being overprotective, but lately she’d started to get exhausted more often, so I worried…

“I’m glad to see you doing well. From the looks of it, it shouldn’t be too much longer, right?”

“Yep, he said the baby should come within the month!”

“I can’t wait to find out if it’s a boy or a girl!”

Gonz was as pleased as if it were his own child. And it wasn’t just him; all the people in Zoltan smiled at us happily whenever they talked to me or Rit.

“Everyone in the town is cheering you on,” Rit whispered, lowering her head to her belly. “Ah, a kick… The baby’s happy, too.”

We all smiled hearing that.

This baby’s pretty amazing, getting everyone to smile while it’s still in Rit’s tummy.

I couldn’t wait to see their face.




[image: ]







Night came, and I closed up the shop and started making dinner for me, Rit, and the baby inside her. Something nutritious, easy to digest, and delicious enough to wipe away all the mental and physical exhaustion.

“Porridge for energy, beef to produce more blood, fresh vegetables, add some cheese and fruits, and a Loggervian-style flavor to give Rit that taste of home…”

It was a good thing I’d learned so much about cooking and nutrition while I was with the Hero’s party. The experiences from all that time were still coming in handy helping me protect the people I love.

“It’s ready, Rit.”

“Thanks!”

We ate together, as always. It had been another wonderful day.

“You’re full of energy today,” Rit said suddenly.

“Hm?”

“Hehe, I’m talking to the baby. Want to listen?”

I put my ear to Rit’s belly. “Mm… I hear a heartbeat, but…”

It sounded the same as usual.

“Then try this.”

Rit stood me up and hugged me from behind.

“Can you feel it now?”

I could feel the pressure of her abdomen against my back.

“The baby’s been pressing against my belly, wanting to meet Papa as soon as possible.”

“They are full of energy… I want to meet you soon, too.”

I could feel the baby kicking.

“See, the baby can’t wait.”

She giggled while pressing her face against my back.

“…Rit, your body feels a little hot.”

“Really? Now that you mention it, my head does feel a bit heavy.”

“You should rest up. I’ll be in as soon as I wash up.”

“Aww, let’s keep talking a while longer.”

“We can talk in bed. Resting for the baby’s sake is also a part of Mama’s job.”

“Fiiine,” Rit said, reluctantly taking my advice.

I felt a twinge of concern as I washed the dishes.
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The next morning, I woke up at the same time as usual. The cicadas were chirping noisily outside. I sat up in bed and took off my sweat-soaked nightshirt.

“Rit, I’ll start making breakfast, so you can keep sleeping.”

“Mm…”

Her voice was different from usual. I immediately noticed something was wrong.

“Rit!”

I put my hand to her forehead.

“You’re burning up…!”

She had a terribly high fever. I checked her breathing and pulse, making sure there was nothing wrong with her body.

“Irregular breathing, a fast heartbeat, high fever, bloodshot eyes…and stiff joints?”

That wasn’t normal. I immediately got out the winter blanket and laid it over Rit, then placed a pitcher of water and a cup by the bedside so she could have a drink whenever she needed to.

“I’m going to call Dr. Newman! I’ll be right back, so just hang on!”

Using my Lightning Speed, I raced through the morning streets of Zoltan.

Ruti couldn’t use Healing Hands anymore.
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“It’s glaciafication…!”

Dr. Newman looked shocked.

“Glaciafication… That’s that disease that lowers your body temperature and makes it so you can’t move anymore?”

“Yes. A high fever is one of the initial signs, but within four days of developing symptoms, the patient’s body temperature drops dramatically and their bodily functions begin to stop… It’s a disease said to have originated from a curse cast by the Winter Witch Illy, so it’s only ever seen in the north.”

“…Did Rit catch it a long time ago and her blessing’s power has been restraining it?”

“That’s the likely explanation. A blessing’s ability to resist disease is weakened during pregnancy. A hidden disease surfacing now… It’s rare, but there are cases of it in people with particularly high blessing levels.”

Rit wasn’t responding to us, just shivering, as if she weren’t fully conscious.

“The disease itself doesn’t kill, but in many cases, the patient will die due to being unable to eat or drink.”

It’s fatal…? It was such a shock, I almost felt as if I was having an out-of-body experience.

“And her fever and body temperature dropping are both life-threatening to the child inside her. Even if Rit manages to hold on, should the symptoms worsen, the baby will likely be stillborn.”

“No…!”

“Red.”

Dr. Newman gestured for me to step outside, so we moved to the living room.

“As far as treatment goes, I can think of two options,” he said with a dour expression. “The first involves killing the child in her womb. In doing so, Rit’s blessing will regain its strength and will theoretically be able to resist the disease again.”

“That’s…not an option.”

“The other is a cesarean section to get the baby out of her. It’s before the expected due date, but it is likely the child will survive… However, in her current state, it’s possible that Rit might not be able to endure the surgery.”

“…So there’s a chance both the baby and Rit might die.”

“I can’t make any promises. It’s possible they might both live or they might both die… If you want the best chance of saving one of them, I suggest the first option.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening… How could I weigh Rit’s life against our unborn child’s?

Can I really roll the dice with the lives of people I love at stake?

“There’s another solution,” I said determinedly.

“There is?”

“Yes. If it’s a curse deriving from the Winter Witch blessing, then it should be possible to treat it with a medicinal herb imbued with summer magic. And, luckily, it’s summer right now…”

“In theory, yes. However, the Winter Witch Illy was the strongest of all the witches who once ruled over the entire north. Although she was defeated by Baba Yaga, it’s hard to imagine a medicine exists that’s capable of combating her curse.”

“What if we used medicinal herbs from a land abundant in magic power?”

“The closest to Zoltan would be the Wall at the End of the World, but you can’t expect much in the way of summer magic at the top of a mountain range.”

There were no other areas with high latent magic power near Zoltan.

“No, there is one.”

“What do you mean…?” the doctor asked.

“I’ll be back before sunset in three days’ time. Can you keep both Rit and the baby alive for that long?”

“The longer the treatment is delayed, the less likely it becomes that they will both be saved. You understand that, don’t you?”

“I understand.”

“…Okay, then. The fever can be treated with a suitable dose of an antipyretic. There is a chance that breaking the fever will cause the progress of the disease to speed up, but if it’s only three days, I can promise Rit won’t fully freeze.”

“Thank you. I’m going to get ready right away, so please take care of Rit!”

“Leave it to me. As a doctor, and as your friend, I’ll do everything I can!”
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Zoltan was the last town any road led to. It was blocked off to the north and west by an impassable mountain chain called the Wall at the End of the World. To the south was a sea of storms inhabited by giant monsters, and the coast on the other side of the mountains led to a vast uninhabitable jungle where no supplies could reach.

I was setting out for that jungle. I had heard from the heavenly lord of water Torahime—who’d once stayed in Zoltan for an extended period of time—that that jungle was brimming with magic power.

Naturally, no ship in Zoltan could make it there in time.

“Understood. I will rent a riding drake and go to recover the flying ship.”

Hearing the situation, Tisse immediately jumped into action.

This was the same set of wings that had once brought Ruti to Zoltan. Using the flying ship, I would be able to reach the jungle in only half a day.

“But that’s not the sort of place where the flying ship can land.”

“Yeah, you’re right, Ruti. That’s why I’m going to jump out of the flying ship. As for getting back…I’ll run on my own two feet.”

“It’s reckless, but there’s no other way,” Ruti said, nodding.

“Ruti, can you gather up every last water walking potion you can find?”

“Got it.”

Prepare yourself. This will be your last adventure.
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“Big Brother, I went around to every shop in Zoltan!”

Ruti handed me a heavy-looking bag as two people rushed in behind her.

“Red! I gathered up all the potions we had at the Adventurers Guild!”

“I brought everything from the Mages Guild and the Zoltan army storehouses!”

The chief of the Adventurers Guild, Galatine, and Mayor Tornado set down boxes filled with potions.

“Thank you!”

I immediately put them away in my item box.

“But water walking potion isn’t one that’s normally kept in large quantities. We gathered all of them we could find, but this many will only last you around twenty hours.”

Galatine was right. Even with all the water walking potions in Zoltan, it wasn’t enough. I had my multiplying potions that could be used to effectively create five potions from one, but I’d only been able to make ten of those while Ruti and the others were out.

I don’t have time to craft enough to make up the difference!

“What about sending out ships to wait at the spot where the potions will run out so they can bring you back?”

“Are there any ships in Zoltan than can withstand the south seas? Also, it would take too long to get back at sailing speed.”

Just then, more people burst into the shop.

“Sir Red! Take these, too!”

“Redddd! Here’s all the potions we gathered up from the adventurers!”

“Lord William! Oliver and the gang!”

Lord William of the Zoltan army had fought alongside Rit during the conflict with Queen Leonor, and Oliver, Keith, and Maya were a party of adventurers who were regulars at our shop.

“I sent my knights out to gather potions from the nobles. It isn’t many, but I hope they can help Rit!”

“After she fought so hard for Zoltan, Rit has to be happy, too! Please, Red!”

All the things Rit had done in Zoltan were now helping her in her time of need.

But it still wasn’t enough…

“Red, I am back! The flying ship is waiting outside of town!”

“Tisse!”

Tisse had returned, but I still didn’t have enough potions…!

Just a little behind Tisse, Godwin the Alchemist burst in, his breathing ragged.

“Haah, haah. Made it.”

“Godwin?!”

“Here’s everything I could wrangle from my old pals.”

He put down three bottles. I hadn’t talked to him about Rit, but apparently he’d heard about it from someone and decided to act on his own.

I was grateful, but it still wasn’t enough…

“And here’s the kicker! Zoog elixir!”

He set a bottle filled with viscous liquid in front of me.

“Zoog elixir?”

“Yeah. If you paint this stuff on the bottom of your feet, it has the same effect as a water walking potion for a short time! But the important thing is, any zoog can make this stuff!”

“…”

“Godwin was galloping along on the eastern road. I saw him from a distance and picked him up in the flying ship,” Tisse explained.

He’d heard about Rit and gone all the way to the zoog forest?

“Listen, get as far as you can with all the potions you’ve got now! In the meantime, we’ll be gathering the ingredients and getting all the zoogs to make this elixir! Once we have enough, we’ll gather it all up and meet you by boat, and you can take the elixirs and run the rest of the way back!”

“And that way I’ll be able to get back to Zoltan without slowing down!”

“Exactly! You don’t have to worry about things on our side; there are plenty of lazy adventurers in Zoltan who don’t do anything but gather herbs!” Godwin said with a grin.

“I’ll protect the boat,” Galatine offered. “I’ll reach out to Mistorm, Shien, and Moen to help.”

“Yay!” Maya cheered. “Zoltan’s old B-rank party is getting back together again!”

With this…I can get the medicine to Rit!

“Godwin, thanks… You really saved us.”

“You can thank me after Rit’s better! It’s ’cause of you that my life got all screwed up after being Mr. Bighawk’s right-hand man.” Godwin stared me down. “Now I’m the trader managing the route to the zoogs…but it turns out this sorta life ain’t so bad. I enjoy making my money the legitimate way. All this is thanks to that fight with you, Red.”

Godwin put the zoog elixir in my hand.

“And it’s not just me, either. The two of you’ve done a hell of a lot for everyone here in Zoltan… This is the result of everyone you’ve helped. If your kid’s born safe and sound, we’ll all smile; if not, we’ll all be sad… So, I’m beggin’ ya.”

It was a strange feeling. This was a problem between me, Rit, and our unborn child, yet here Godwin was begging me to save her.

Can you hear this…? You’re going to be born with all this love around you.
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Going into the bedroom, I heard Rit’s pained breaths. She had a fever but was shivering like she was in a frozen world.

“…Red…”

“I’m here, just sleep.”

I gently wiped the sweat from her brow with a towel. She grasped my hand… Her grip was weak, which wasn’t like Rit at all.

“I haven’t caught a lot of colds…”

“Giving birth is even tougher than slaying dragons.”

I smiled and gently brushed her hair.

“I’m sorry Red… Our baby is…”

“You don’t need to worry. All the people in Zoltan are helping us… I’ll save you both… I’m the man who fought the Hero, the demon lord, and even God himself and won.”

“That’s right, my Red is amazing…” Rit smiled and nodded. “I believe in you. I’m doing my best, too…so make sure you come back.”

“I will. I promise.”

I squeezed Rit’s hand, then left our bedroom.
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I was aboard the flying ship, southeast of Zoltan. There were no signs of civilization, just mountains, sea, and cruel nature.

“The jungle is coming into view.”

Hearing Tisse’s words, I got up. I’d saved up enough energy. It would be about three days nonstop without rest from here on out.

“As expected, there doesn’t appear to be any place to bring the ship down.”

“I figured as much… Can you lower the altitude?”

Tisse steered the flying ship, bringing it to hover just above the jungle. The ground was covered by tall trees. I couldn’t see anything but green leaves.

“The trees are over thirty meters tall and there are multiple layers to the foliage, so there’s probably very little light at ground level.”

“Mm. Poor line of sight and attacks that could come from any direction,” Ruti said, loosening the sword in the scabbard on her back.

“Thanks, Ruti. It really helps having you here with me.”

Her body emitted a dark magic power. “The demon lord’s power is for times like this—for your sake, for Rit’s, and for your child’s.”

There was no one I’d rather have by my side.

“Thanks for bringing me this far, Tisse! You too, Mister Crawly Wawly!”

“Of course. Please be careful out there.”

Mister Crawly Wawly hopped in support.

…All right.

“Let’s do this, Ruti!”

“Yeah!”

We leaped off the deck of the flying ship, taking the shortest route straight down into that green hellscape. When we got closer, we used Mister Crawly Wawly’s threads to try to slow down and land.

But just then the green trees reached out to grab us!

“Giant serpents!!”

The arms stretching out from the trees were serpents camouflaged with a leaflike coloration. Four giant monsters, each big enough to swallow a horse, opened their red mouths wide to attack us.

They were waiting to get us when we jumped off the ship!

“Pierce.”

Ruti unleashed the power of her New Truth blessing. The dark aura around her body manifested into pitch black spears that pierced the snakes as we landed on a thick branch.

“Stay safe! We will be waiting with the boat at the rendezvous point!”

With that shout from Tisse, the flying ship moved away.

“Right from the get-go…!”

Demon beasts in the trees leaped out at us.

Attacking this much before they can even judge our strength? It seems like everything here’s hostile!

“Martial Art: Demonic Slash!”

Ruti’s sword flashed, cutting through the creatures.

“You focus on gathering the medicine, Big Brother! I’ll take down all the enemies!”

“Okay! I’m counting on you!”

“Mhm, leave it to me!”

I left my sword sheathed and took out a one-handed herbalist knife as we raced through the trees. Plants that grew on the ground, moss, resin, nuts, leaves—I gathered up everything I saw that gave off a magical aura. A giant monkey appeared in front of me blocking my path, but Ruti knocked it aside with a punch. She tore through the shell of a man-eating rhinoceros beetle, then swatted aside a humanoid ape wielding a wooden spear.

The best thing I could do right now was trust Ruti and focus on gathering the medicinal ingredients in front of me.

Herb gathering specialist, D-rank adventurer Red. It was the circuitous path I had chosen to take as a knight trying to live a quieter life. Now, it was the power that would let me save the people I loved.
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Eight hours later, deep into the night…

The moon in the sky was hidden by clouds, and the sea before my eyes was like a black hole.

“This should be enough. Thank you, Ruti.”

“Mm, but from here on out, you’ll be alone, Big Brother.”

There were only enough water walking potions for me. Ruti couldn’t keep up with my Lightning Speed, either, as magic power couldn’t replicate that pace for such a long amount of time.

That was also a weakness, though… If I was all alone far off in the distance, I couldn’t fight alongside my comrades.

“You be careful, too, Ruti.”

From here, Ruti would walk along the beach, enter the Wall at the End of the World, and return to Zoltan on foot. It was the sort of merciless route that would be impossible for anyone but her.

“I’ll be fine… Don’t waste time.”

“Yeah, I’m going now.” I drank a water walking potion. “I’ll be waiting for you in Zoltan with Rit!”

“Yeah! Go, Big Brother!” Ruti clenched her fists. “You can do it! I know you can!”

“Thanks!”

With Ruti’s cheer at my back, I sprinted across the sea.
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I had only made it this far because of everyone’s help. I would never be able to thank them enough.

But this next part I had to run alone.

“It’s dark.”

I was running through seas that ships couldn’t pass, going faster than they could sail. This was probably something that had never been done before.

The effect of the water walking potion caused my body to repel the water. Thanks to that, I could run even across oceans, but that didn’t mean it was a flat running surface. I was racing atop endless waves due to an unstable magical resistance.

Tripping on a wave wasn’t something that happened on normal ground.

And…

“Of course it wasn’t going to be an easy path!”

This was a world filled with conflict. A giant shadow rose from underwater.

“A thundering nightmare!”

It was an impossibly large squid, each of its tentacles as big as a dragon’s torso. An enormous monster said to be the nightmare of the south seas.

“I don’t have time to deal with you!”

I cut my way through the onslaught of tentacles as I ran. It would take too long to defeat a monster like that, but all I had to do was make it pull back long enough to escape and I’d won.

With two of its tentacles cut off, the giant squid gave up and moved away.

Good! But it’s only just begun…

I started to wonder if I’d be able to escape everything if the attacks kept up like this, but I cast aside my worries and continued running.
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Because of my Endurance mastery skill Immunity to Fatigue, I could keep running like this indefinitely, but the skill was limited to the confines of normal bodily functions. It couldn’t nullify the physical wear and tear that came from hard use in combat.

“Gah! Haah…”

My body was knocked into the air by a sea drake leaping out of the water, and I slammed into the water’s surface. With the effects of the water walking potion, the impact was as if I’d slammed into the ground.

“Damn it… They’re getting carried away.”

Because I kept on running, the monsters registered me as prey. Shadows of all sizes were swirling around me, gearing up to take their shot. What’s more, the effect of the water walking potions only applied to the surface; it wouldn’t work if I got dragged underwater. That meant that as long as I maintained my ability to walk on water, I had no way of attacking the creatures circling below.

What do I do? Go into the water once and defeat them all? But that would take way too long.

Some monsters slapped the surface, creating waves to trip me up. I jumped into the air, dodging the waves, and kept running, but…

“Crap…”

I felt hopeless when I saw how many shadows there were lurking beneath. If they all flew at me at once, I would have nowhere to run—and they looked to be about to do just that.

Am I going to have to just accept it and defeat them as fast as I can…?!

“So, this is the result of the road you have traveled.”

I heard a voice. A figure leaped over the water, tearing into the rampaging monsters with six swords.

What…? Why is he here…?!

“Shisandan!!”

I had been saved by the six-armed Asura Hero.

Shisandan, who I had fought so many times in the past.

“I saw the flying ship pass by, so I came to see what was going on. What a curious stroke of fate.”

“Why are you here?!”

“After I lost to you, Red, I parted ways with Lord Taraxon in order to undergo training to reforge myself.”

I never would’ve thought he was lurking so close…

“That we meet here again is both a coincidence and an inevitability. My fate is connected to yours and Rit’s. It is because you did not kill me then that I am here now.”

“So, what do you intend to do?”

“Is it not obvious from what you have seen? Leave this place to me and go quickly.” Shisandan raised his swords and pointed them at the monsters. “There must surely be a good reason for a man such as yourself to do something so reckless.”
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“I’m doing it for our child Rit’s going to give birth to.”

“Oho!! Then you must hurry! In the name of the Asura, retainers of the Hero, I shan’t allow even a single creature to chase after you!”

Fate was a funny thing. I had reached this far with the help of all my friends, and now it was my enemy Shisandan saving me in my moment of need.

“I owe you one!”

“Such words are unnecessary! I offer my blessings for the child to be born! This peculiar connection I have formed with the two of you has helped me grow. I cannot wait to see what sort of future your child will have… Humans truly are fascinating!”

With a ferocious laugh, Shisandan dove into the water and began fighting the monsters.

I continued running without looking back.
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Whether it was bad luck or that I’d underestimated the south seas, Galatine’s ship didn’t reach the first rendezvous point. As well as the monsters, there were all sorts of complicated currents, so the ship from Zoltan hadn’t been able to take the course we’d set. This was uncharted waters, so naturally, we had considered the possibility and arranged a secondary meetup point.

I should have had more than enough water walking potions to make it there…but with how long I’d spent fighting monsters, I was just short.

“Ah…!”

The solid feeling under my feet disappeared and I sank into the sea.

I can see the ship!

It was visible in the distance, and I could see Galatine and the others fighting a ferocious kraken to protect the boat. They wouldn’t be able to come pick me up until they defeated it.

I was going to have to swim, but it would be difficult to make it that far while dealing with the sea monsters. A sixteen-headed sea hydra was lurking in the water, waiting to eat me. My lungs were crying out in agony for air. My body ached all over with a terrible pain, and my consciousness faded.

There was no way I was going to give up. I drew my sword in the water. But I’d already used up every last bit of willpower I could muster, and the sea hydra bit into my side, drawing blood.

I thrust my sword into the hydra’s eye.

Let me go! Let me go!! I can’t die here!!

Something tugged on my raised hand, and I saw a large pair of talons tear into the hydra’s head.

“The essence of faith is to take the hand outstretched in need.”

The talons clutched my hand and pulled me into the air. Overhead was a demon beast bird called a roc.

But that voice was…

“Eremite?!”

“I received a prophecy from Demis to aid you in this moment.”

“Demis asked you to save me?”

The words Shisandan said rang in my ears.

“So, this is the result of the road you have traveled.”

This was all because of the life I’d chosen after being kicked out of the Hero’s party… I was proud of this life!

“Thanks, Demis!”

“Such impertinence!”

“Eremite! Please just throw me onto the nearby ship as fast as you can!”

“Very well. That may crack your head open, but it is not my concern.”

Eremite swooped down, picking up speed, then threw me going as fast as she could. I added my throwing skill to the legendary bird’s speed.

“Gooooo!!”

With the last of my willpower, I threw my bronze sword at the kraken.

“Skreeee!!!”

The sword split the waves and pierced the monster’s head. The kraken twitched and sank into the water with my sword still sticking out of it.

“Red!!”

Tisse shouted from where she had been fighting on the ship. Mister Crawly Wawly caught me in his net, and Galatine and Moen quickly pulled me up onto the deck.

“All right, me hearties, we’re gettin’ outta here!!” Mistorm cried out like a pirate.

The ship caught the wind in its sail and turned toward Zoltan.

“That’s an awful injury!”

Bishop Shien cast healing magic on me while I lay on the deck. I managed to move my body a bit and pour a Cure Poison potion over the wound.

“Kh, haah, haah…”

The poison disappeared, and the big cut closed.

“The zoog elixirs?”

Moen brought over a big box stuffed with bottles.

This should be enough!

“I appreciate it!”

“You’re going already?! You should let Shien heal you a bit more!”

“It’s my wife and child. I’m sure you understand.”

“…! Sorry for making you waste more time!”

Moen was also a father. He didn’t say anything else as he painted the elixir across the bottom of my shoes.

“Let me say my thanks properly once we’re all back in Zoltan!”

“We’ll have a big celebration when your child’s born! Now, go and save them!!”

Before I could stand up, Galatine, Moen, and Tisse all leaped into the water. They were acting as decoys before I left.

My heart warmed. I could keep running.

Setting my sights on Zoltan, I ran with all my might.
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The sea ended and I stepped onto the beach. I’d had no idea how happy it would make me to have solid ground under my feet again.

I’ll have to tell Rit about this later.

I could see the lights of Zoltan in the distance.

It’s a pretty nice view from here. I should bring Rit sometime.

I ran across the plains illuminated red with the setting sun. There was a goblin, but it ran away when it saw me.

It’s pretty funny seeing it from behind like that. I’m sure Rit will laugh when I tell her.

I reached the road. It was smooth and easy to run across the earthen path. My durable, dependable adventuring boots were in tatters. I had a spare pair in my item box, but I felt like I wouldn’t be able to run again if I stopped. I took off my shoes while running and continued barefoot.

I wonder if Rit would laugh seeing this.

The gate to Zoltan was open.

“Red’s back!!!” the guard shouted.

I heard cheers.

The people of Zoltan were watching the road all the way to Red & Rit’s Apothecary. I could keep going at full speed all the way to the end without worrying about running into anyone.

“““Welcome back!!”””

Everyone had been waiting for me to return.

I want to tell Rit how heartwarming this is.

I could see it. I could see our home. My everyday life was right there on the other side of that door.

“You made it!!”

It was Gonz. Stormy, Nao, Mido, Tanta, Mogrim…and Godwin were all there, too.

“You’re incredible, Big Bro…”

Tanta had tears in his eyes as he supported my swaying body and helped me sit in a chair.

“That wound is awful! You need treatment immediately!”

Dr. Newman saw the terrible shape my body was in. I’d closed the cut with a potion, but it had reopened, so I’d used another potion to reseal it. That was how I’d kept running.

“Weren’t you ever told not to use healing potions like that?!”

I smiled weakly, then reached out a hand and stopped the doctor’s movements.

“I need to make the medicine for Rit. I’m the only one who knows the recipe.”

I held a towel against my wound, crudely trying to stop the bleeding.

“I’m going to use just one more Extra Cure potion.”

I didn’t care if I regretted it later.

“Argh, you’re such a dumbass!” Godwin said, pulling the potion bottle from my hand. “You’re so beat to shit you can’t even steal this back from me! If we’re preparing medicine, my skill’s higher than yours!” He stuck out his thumb and pointed at his chest. “If you give me the instructions and let Dr. Newman treat you, there shouldn’t be any problems.”

“That’s… Yeah, you’re right.”

“If you and Rit owe me, you can pay it back with crazy interest later! So just sit tight!”

I never could’ve guessed it would be Godwin, of all people, saving me in the end.

“Haha, sounds like I’ve got a pretty big debt to pay off… Thank you.”

Godwin clicked his tongue at me, looking embarrassed. We went into the workroom, me leaning on Dr. Newman. While the doctor sewed up my wound and worked to fix the unnatural way it had closed from the potions, I instructed Godwin in how to prepare the massive amount of ingredients I had brought back.

“I’m going to open the wound. This is going to hurt.”

“I’ve already been through enough pain that I thought I might die today, so I’m used to it.”

“I can start blending this extract, right?”

“No, it needs to be filtered through a piece of cloth first. Use that shelf over there.”

“I brought some water from the well!”

“Good. Stormy, use that still there to distill some water, since it doesn’t need any special skill.”

This was normally just a space for one person, but now so many of my friends were here all working to make the medicine to save Rit.

I want to show you this, too, Rit. This is what we’ve gained from our journey.
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The next morning, Rit was sleeping soundly.

She slowly opened her eyes.

“…Red.”

“Good morning, Rit. You must be hungry. I’ll cut you up an apple, so hang on just a sec.”

I started peeling the apple with a knife. My bandaged arm hurt a little.

“You’re all beaten up.”

“It’s just a scratch compared to losing you.”

Tears welled in Rit’s sky-blue eyes. She scrunched up her face, trying to hold them back.

“Reddd…”

I’m sorry. Thank you… There were probably a lot of things she wanted to say. But she swallowed them down and said the one thing I most wanted to hear:

“Welcome back.”

“I’m home.”

More than any treasure or jewels, that was the best reward I could’ve asked for, befitting my final adventure.
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Epilogue

Banished from the Hero’s Party, I Decided to Live a Quiet Life in the Countryside

I’ll never forget that day.

Rit was lying on the bed. Her swollen tummy shook as she groaned in pain. The midwife Ivana by her feet, encouraging her in a loud voice. Dr. Newman standing beside Ivana, helping her while monitoring Rit’s condition.

My job was just to hold Rit’s hand tight.

“Red! Squeeze harder!”

“Rit! You can do it! Just a little more!”

I didn’t know if it really would be just a little longer, but seeing her pained look, I couldn’t help but say it.

Finally, there came a high-pitched scream.

“Red! It’s a boy!”

Dr. Newman’s voice was filled with joy. Ivana washed the baby in warm water with practiced movements. There were cheers outside the room. Everyone had taken off work to be here.

I hugged Rit.

“You did it, Rit! It’s a healthy baby boy!”

Rit was holding the baby in her arms. We hugged him together. I hunched over, putting my face closer to my son’s, and he looked back with tiny blue eyes. It felt like he’d stopped crying quite so loudly.

He has such adorable eyes.

He was watching me with such a clear gaze.

Can you see me?

I haven’t been able to stop smiling ever since I met you.

Fortuna Ragnason.

That’s your name.
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The sun came up on another day.

“Morning, Big Brother!”

“Good morning, Red.”

Ruti, Tisse, and Mister Crawly Wawly had come by the shop.

“Good morning. You’re going to have breakfast with us, right?”

“Yeah, I love your breakfasts!”

Ruti always sounded so excited when she said that.

“I’ve got breakfast ready for you, too, Mister Crawly Wawly.”

Hearing that, he did a happy little dance.

“Ah! Mister Crawly Wawly!”

It was a young boy’s voice.

“Morning, Fortuna.”

“Ruti, Tisse, Mister Crawly Wawly. Good morning!”

My son cheerfully greeted everyone.

He had my black hair and Rit’s sky-blue eyes.

“You have gotten bigger,” Tisse commented, patting his head.

“I’m seven now!”

“And you have a reliable sort of face, just like Red.”

“Ehehe, like Papa?” he said shyly.

“In a few years, you might just be taller than me.”

“Children really do grow up in the blink of an eye,” I said wistfully. “I think I understand now how Yarandrala feels.”

I couldn’t help breaking into a smile watching Fortuna play with Mister Crawly Wawly.

“Good morning!”

“Good morning, Rit.”

Rit came in with a box of medicine. She’d greeted everyone in a similar sort of tone as Fortuna.

Rasing a child was interesting. It seemed they also influenced their parents.

“I’ll take care of things here, so you go make breakfast, Red.”

“Sure.”

“Fortuna, will you give Mama a hand?”

“Okay! Can Mister Crawly Wawly come, too?”

“As long as he’s okay with it.”

“Mister Crawly Wawly, let’s help together!”

Fortuna had really taken a liking to Mister Crawly Wawly. He was always talking about wanting to go on an adventure with the spider, which Rit and I both found a little concerning. We were going to have to make him hold off on that until he connected with his blessing…but he was a lot like Rit in that regard.

I went into the kitchen and started cooking.

Toast with apple jam, bacon and scrambled eggs, a salad with slightly sour tomatoes and bitter medicinal herbs to help wake you up, chicken and basil soup to warm the body, and fresh milk delivered just this morning.

It was a completely normal breakfast you might have anywhere.

This was our family’s normal routine.

“““““Thanks for the meal!”””””

We had bought a new, bigger table from Stormy. There were scratches on it from Fortuna dragging his spoon across the surface. Even the home that was so familiar to us was another stage for adventure to our young son. A table or a closet could become a dungeon filled with monsters and treasure. Look away for a moment, and there was no telling what he might get up to.

But that had started to cool off lately, and now his heart raced at the prospect of adventures outside the house. For Rit and me, daily life with Fortuna was an adventure all on its own, with a constant stream of new experiences and surprises.

After breakfast, we went for a stroll before opening the store. Walking Ruti and Tisse part of the way back was also part of our daily routine. Fortuna held my right hand in his left and Rit’s left hand in his right.

We were heading home after seeing them off.

“Shall we take a little detour on the way back?” I asked.

“I don’t mind,” Rit said. “Is there somewhere you wanted to go?”

“Not really. I just wanted to walk together for a bit longer, just the three of us.”

“Yay!” Fortuna cheered. “Can we go see Big Bro Tanta work?!”

“He’s building a house over near the harbor, isn’t he? All right, it’s a little far, but why not?”

“Hehe, let’s take the long way home.”

The three of us walked hand in hand.

We were free to go anywhere, wherever our adventures took us. That was the happiness I had chosen.

Banished from the Hero’s party, we decided to live a quiet life in the countryside.

The End.
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Afterword

And they all lived happily ever after…

With that, Banished from the Hero’s Party, I Decided to Live a Quiet Life in the Countryside is complete!

I’ve written all that I wanted to write, the outcome of the characters’ stories and their futures, and given Red and Rit their happy ending.

As a light novel author, there is no greater joy. This is all made possible because of the kind readers who followed along right up until the end! Thank you so much!!

I began writing this on the Shousetsuka ni Narou website in October 2017. That makes it seven years that I’ve been writing this story.

A manga adaptation by Ikeno, a spinoff manga by Higashioji, a video game, a drama CD, audiobooks, two seasons of anime by directors Hoshino and Takatou… I think I’ve achieved all the dreams I had for this as a light novel series. The seven years I’ve come face-to-face with this story has been the happiest time of my life.

This final volume was written with all the love I can’t begin to express for a series that has provided me so many dreamlike opportunities.

I hope it has been time well spent for you, too.

It’s a little sad knowing that once I write this sentence it really is all over…but thank you to everyone who helped in the making of this book, to the people involved with media franchising, all the readers who joined in on the slow life, and to all of the beloved characters.

Zappon

With gratitude in my heart, 2025
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Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.

To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.

Sign Up

Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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Red
(Gideon Ragnason)

Kicked out of the Hero’s party,
he headed to the frontier to
live a slow life. Married to Rit
and living a blissful life.

A young girl with the Divine
Blessing of the Assassin.
She’s trying to figure out what
the Assassin’s Guild should
do now that the impulses of
blessings have weakened.

CHARACTERS

Rit
(Rizlet of Loggervia)

The princess of the Duchy
of Loggervia. A truly happy
young woman who has
grown out of her combative
phase and is now married to
the man she loves.

A former Hero who now runs a
medicinal herb plantation. She
is enjoying her life to the fullest
doing the things she wants to
do both now and in the future.

Mister Crawly Wawly

A high elf hero. Having
witnessed Red and Rit’s
wedding, she no longer has
anything keeping her in
Zoltan.

Tisse’s pet spider. He’s
living life happily with his
friends, just like he always
has and likely always will.

Bui of Maoduester
(Shisandan)

An Asura general who
cornered Red and friends
but was defeated in the
end. He has returned to
Avalon as Taraxon’s
faithful retainer.
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