


THEY ARRIVED
ON EARTH IN 1999,
THE SAME YEAR
KOUTAROU’S MOTHER
PASSED AWAY.
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A Shooting Star and the Runaway Daughter

A mother’s death was an unfathomable loss to a young girl barely six years
old.

At that age, children are always with their mothers, whether they’re playing,
eating, or sleeping. As sure as the sun would rise in the east and set in the west,
they’re always by their mother’s side even coming and going from kindergarten.

“Dad, you meanie! Can’t you just listen a little?!”

Of course, the same was true for this young girl up until shortly after she
turned six and lost her mother to illness. It was like the sun had stopped rising
altogether. Having become mentally unstable, the girl would fight with her
father over even the smallest things.

“I’'m definitely going to go see the Kabutonga movie.”

The reason for this fight in particular was the currently airing TV series,
Kabutonga, the King of Beetles, an anime staring heroes with beetle motifs that
was incredibly popular with kids. It had even spread to this girl’s remote
hometown. Whenever the kids opened their mouths, all they would talk about
was Kabutonga. As a big fan of Kabutonga herself, she eagerly waited each
week for the new episode.

“I don’t care if | can’t go to the surface.”

The series was still airing, but its incredible success had warranted a theatrical
version of the show. It took months, but it had finally been released nationwide.
Sadly, however, the girl’s hometown didn’t have a movie theater. She wanted
to see it so badly that she begged her father to let her go, but he refused.

For a six year old, this girl was very smart and gentle. Insisting on going to see
the Kabutonga movie was a rare display of selfishness, but considering what
she’d been through, it still wasn’t particularly asking a whole lot. Having lost her
mother, she naturally sought more love from her father. What she really
wanted wasn’t to go see the Kabutonga movie, but to go see it with her dad.



“Kii is leaving the house and won’t come back! I’'m going to live on the
surface! | hate you, dad!”

Sadly, her father hadn’t fully recovered from the shock of losing his wife
either, and as a result, he failed to realize what it was that his daughter needed
from him. Though they both really longed for the same thing, they
misunderstood each other and tensions mounted on a daily basis. When the
girl, Kii, had had enough, she decided to run away from home.

She ran from the town she was born and raised in, and headed towards
Kisshouharukaze City. Back then, it was actually still called Harukaze City
because it hadn’t yet merged with Kisshou City. It was Kii’s destination because
she knew there was a movie theater there where she could see the Kabutonga
movie.

Upon arriving, Kii was left breathless by the sight in front of her.
“Wow...”

There were several routes connecting Kii’s hometown and Harukaze City. The
one she had taken ended in a tunnel that exited halfway up a small mountain.
After jumping out from the dim underground passage, the Harukaze City skyline
unfolded before her in the hues of the setting sun. Harukaze City was usually a
bustling sight of many colors, but now that it was evening, it was all dyed the
same calming orange. Only the dark silhouettes of buildings were visible against
it, and while it was an everyday sight to the people of the city, it was absolutely
breathtaking for Kii.

“I didn’t know the surface was this beautiful...”

Kii’s large eyes were sparkling as she looked around in wonder. Before her
was the grandly illuminated city, to either side was a great forest, and above
her was a seemingly endless sky. She had seen pictures of such things before,
but this was the first time she had ever seen them for herself.

“Everyone should just live up here...”

Kii had never understood the feelings of those who wanted to leave her
hometown for this place. That is, until she saw it herself. After beholding this



world with her own eyes, it started to make sense. The magnificent sights
around her and the wondrous smell of fresh air stirred something deep inside. It
was a strange sensation. Even though she’d left her hometown behind, she felt
as if she had just returned home.

“Ah...”

As Kii continued to look around, the sky began turning darker and a point of
light appeared to the east.

“Could that be a star?!”

The small pinpoint of light was indeed the twinkle of a star. Kii had spotted
the first one of the night. Remembering something her late mother had once
told her, she grew excited. She opened her eyes wide and stared hard into the
sky. According to her mother, after the first star appeared, many more would
follow.

“It’s just like mom said! There are so many stars!”

Since it was still evening, there was only one bright star. But the longer she
looked, the more faint stars she could see all throughout the sky. There were
far more than she could ever count using her hands. And each time she spotted
a new one, she let out a gleeful shout.

“This is amazing! There are stars all over!”

As time passed, the sky grew darker and the stars grew brighter. Even the
ones that had started out just a dim glow were now bright little lights of their
own. Like a box of brilliant jewels, the sky twinkled with the light of the stars.

“With this many, | might be able to find mom’s star!”
That was the real reason why Kii was so fixated on the night sky.

“Don’t cry, Kii-chan, even if | die. When people die, they become twinkling
stars in the sky.”

“Stars?”

“That’s right... So if you ever go to the surface, then look for my star. It will be
a glowing blue one, so I’'m sure you’ll see it right away.”



“Okay! Kii will find it!”

And the unthinkable had come to pass. Her mother was now a star. That’s
what she honestly believed as she looked all over for her in the sky.

Kii hadn’t run away from home just to see the Kabutonga movie. She had also
come to see her mother’s star. In the end, it was all because she missed her
mother. Her loss had left a void in Kii’s life. Wanting to go see a movie with her
father and counting stars in the sky were both signs of how starved she was for
love.

“Ah!It’s a blue star!”
When the sky turned completely black, a bright blue star appeared.
“It’s mom! It’s mom’s star!”

It was the blue star Kii had been looking for all this time. And now that she’d
finally found it, her whole body cried out with joy. She reached out towards the
star with both her hands and jumped up and down over and over again.

“Mom! It’s Kii! I’'m right here!”

Her eyes were alive with hope and her heart was dancing with joy at the
thought of reuniting with her mother. She called out to her repeatedly. Kii was
desperate to see her mother again. She wanted to hear her warm, gentle voice
again too.

“Mom! Answer me, mom!”

But no matter how many times Kii called out, the star didn’t respond. It simply
twinkled in the sky without offering an answer.

“Mom...”
Eventually Kii’s voice faltered and her shoulders drooped.
“Is that star... not mom’s star? Or can she not hear my voice...?”

The blue star appeared to be indifferent to her, and that indifference inflicted
a crushing loneliness on Kii. It reminded her of the weighty sadness she’d felt
when her mother passed. The thought of it alone was too much.

“Mom... Mom...”



Large tears formed in the corners of her eyes. The slightest shake would send
them running down her soft cheeks. But even with her eyes brimming with
tears, Kii looked up to the sky once more. She couldn’t give up. She touched the
necklace around her neck and called out to the star again.

“Mom... it’s Kii... | came to see you...”
But the star still didn’t answer. It only twinkled in silence.
“Hnnngh... Hic...”

Unable to bear it any longer, Kii finally began crying. The sadness of losing her
mother, the frustration of her father not giving her the attention and affection
she needed, and the loneliness of being rejected by the silent star—her last
hope. It was all too much for a six year old girl to handle.

“Hic... Hngh... Huh?”
Kii blinked twice. Tears scattered from her eyes, clearing her vision some.
“Mom’s star is getting bigger...?”

The blue star she had first seen was just a glowing point of light. Looking at it
now, however, it was much more pronounced. Kii was sure it had gotten bigger
and brighter.






“Did she hear my voice?”

Kii’s tears immediately stopped as she realized something was happening. She
didn’t know what, but just the thought that it might be her mother responding
to her sent her heart racing.
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“Moml! Kii is right here

Kii waved her hands and desperately called out to the growing star. Words
couldn’t express how badly she wanted to see her mother again.

“It really is getting bigger... Mom!”

The star was already as big as a baseball and it was still getting bigger. Elated,
Kii shouted louder and louder. In response, Kii heard an unfamiliar sound similar
to a beast roaring or a car driving through a tunnel.

“What is that...?”

She looked up towards the sky and strained her ears. When she did, it
sounded like the noise was coming from the star.

“The star is... growling?”

The star was definitely what was emitting the sound. She was sure of it now.
And as the star grew to the size of a basketball, it quickly flew by overhead.

“What?!”

Kii hurriedly turned around to follow the star with her eyes. She watched as it
disappeared into the shadow of the mountain, still growling.

“The star fell!”

The star had appeared to be getting bigger because it was getting closer and
the howling sound was because it was moving so fast. Kii was a clever girl and
easily able to piece that much together. And once she did, she hurriedly began
climbing the mountain.

“It’s mom! Mom noticed me and came to see Kii!”

Kii ran with all of her might chasing after the fallen blue star. Her heart was
pounding and she was having trouble breathing. But even then, she didn’t slow
down. She pressed on without faltering.



“Mom! Mom! It’s Kii! Kii is right here!”

No matter how painful it got, Kii refused to stop moving her legs. Her mother,
who she wanted to see more than anything else in the world, had come down
from the sky just to see her.

As soon as they arrived on Earth, the first thing Koutarou and Clan did was
hide the spaceship, the Cradle, they had used to return from Forthorthe. They
were planning on burying it in the forested area of a small mountain outside of
Harukaze City.

“Veltlion, this place really won’t be under any development, will it?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. This mountain will remain untouched. | came here hunting for
beetles every year as a kid, so I’'m sure of it.”

“I'll take your word for it.”
Koutarou and Clan watched as the Cradle sank into the soil as if it were water.

Clan’s small spaceship, the Cradle, had been designed with the primary
purposes of observation and research in mind. It was equipped with all kinds of
stealth functions so it could study a subject without disturbing it or its
environment. The ship’s ability to bury itself was one of said stealth functions.
Using a barrier, it essentially created an excavator by repelling the dirt around
it, allowing the ship to slowly sink into the ground. Once it had sunk down far
enough, the only thing that would remain on the surface would be a hatch to
enter the ship. There would be signs a hole had been dug, certainly, but nature
would eventually cover that up on its own.

“So what do we do now?”

“We don’t do anything. We just freeze time inside the ship and wait until we
leave for Forthorthe in this timeline.”

At first, Clan had planned to use her second Super Space-time Repulsion Shell
to return home to the present from Forthorthe two thousand years in the past.
By reversing some of the parameters, they could have hypothetically returned
to where they’d departed from. However, the second repulsion shell had been
used in their battle on Forthorthe. Clan had had to come up with another



solution.

Her plan B was to wait out the two thousand years somewhere they wouldn’t
be disturbed. By making some modifications to the technology used for
warping, she was able to safely freeze time on board the Cradle. That way,
they’d be able to sleep away two thousand years, and then simply return to
Earth by normal means once they woke up in the future.

There was just one flaw in the plan. A specialized part of the Cradle had been
damaged, leaving it incapable of spaceflight. Worse yet, the parts required to
repair it wouldn’t be invented until twenty years before they’d originally left
Earth. Knowing that, Koutarou and Clan only slept 1,980 years so that they
could wake up and repair the ship with then-modern technology. Once the
repairs were complete, they then began their long voyage back to Earth.

Warp drive essentially opened up a hole in space to create a shortcut
between two places. It was a quick way to travel long distances, which was
exactly why Koutarou and Clan chose not to use it the whole way home. By
predominantly relying on regular spaceflight, the trip would take nearly ten
years. Using the warp technology inside the ship to manipulate the perceived
flow of time, however, it only felt like a few days to them.

They’d chosen to take the scenic route, so to speak, in order to avoid
spending longer than necessary on Earth. If they’d used the warp to reach Earth
in a matter of days, they would have had to spend the remaining twenty years
asleep on Earth’s surface. But since Earth didn’t have anywhere as safe as
Veltlion’s special territory in Forthorthe, it was a much riskier proposition.
Ideally, they would spend as little time as possible asleep on the Cradle once
they reached Earth in order to reduce the risk of being found. That said, if they
took too long to get back to Earth and arrived after Theia was already there or
on her way, they might get found out anyway. In order to be safe, they decided
to split the difference and spend the first ten years in space, and the last ten
years on Earth.

And now that they’d safely made it to Earth, all they had to do to finally get
back to their own time was take one more long nap in the Cradle. In order to do
that, they’d chosen a place Koutarou had frequently come to play as a child to
hide the ship.



“How many years do we have to sleep this time?”
“Just hold on. I’'m calculating that right now.”

Clan accessed her bracelet to determine exactly how long they would need to
sleep in order to wake up at the right time. Clan had a nonchalant look on her
face as she worked it out, but it was actually an extremely complex calculation
with a great deal of parameters to factor in. It would take some time, and
Koutarou soon began fretting.

“Clan, you could just make a rough estimate.”

o ”

Clan adjusted her glasses and unhappily furrowed her brows. She was trying
to make an accurate calculation because he’d asked for it, so she was annoyed
to hear him backpedal.

“Veltlion, you like just casually trampling all over a scientist’s values, don’t
you?”

“I'just feel like you’re wasting your time...”
“Wasting my time?! You’re the one—"

“You know, you’re cute and all, but it’s because of stuff like this that Theia
calls you sly and whatnot.”

“Just chill out a little, you know? Be more— Huh? What’s with that face?”
“I-It’s nothing! Ahem, more importantly, I’ve finished the calculations!”

Clan cleared her throat as her face turned red and she changed the subject.
She swiftly moved her fingers across the controls of her bracelet to display the
results in hologram form.

“Sorry, I’'m not wearing the armor, so | can’t read any of that. | might be able
to if you use Ancient Forthorthian instead, though.”

Koutarou had picked up some Ancient Forthorthian during his time in past
Forthorthe, but he couldn’t understand Modern Forthorthian at all.

“That’s right. | forgot.”



Clan had more or less started to think of Koutarou as a fellow Forthorthian, so
she hadn’t thought twice about using Modern Forthorthian as the display
language. Once she remembered he couldn’t read it, however, she simply
decided to report the data to him herself.

“Well, getting to the heart of the matter, we need to sleep for ten years and
323 days, or just shy of eleven years.”

“Ten years... Couldn’t you have just counted that in your head?”
“Now you’re just being mean, Veltlion! You know it’s not that simple!”
“You’re just so much more lively and fun when you’re angry.”

“I’m not having any fun at all!”

Though it had been dying down, Clan’s rage erupted once more. That had
been Koutarou’s goal all along, but now that she’d gotten emotional, Clan didn’t
realize that much.

“Ten years, huh? Ten years...”

When Koutarou contemplated that, he realized something. As he did, his
smile unconsciously faded into a stern frown.

“Besides, you— Wait, what’s wrong?”

Seeing the change in his expression, Clan relented. They had spent so much
time together that she realized whatever had come over him was serious.
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“It’s nothing. It’s just... | was just thinking that my mom is going to die soon,’
he said as he forced a small smile for Clan.

Koutarou and Clan had been sent to Forthorthe on January 24th, 2010. Ten
years and 323 days prior to that would make today’s date March 7th, 1999.
Koutarou’s mother passed away on April 16th, 1999. In other words, just forty
days from now, his mother was going to die.

“... know how you feel. I'm sorry.”
Clan glanced down at the ground before giving Koutarou a sympathetic look.
“Thank you, Clan... you should always be just like that.”

“Don’t be rude.”



With the ability to cross space and time, Koutarou and Clan could have
prevented all kinds of tragedies if they’d tried. Mutually, however, they’d come
to the conclusion that that wasn’t reasonable. It wasn’t their place to change
the course of history but so much, and they had finite resources as it was. As
such, they’d agreed that they would only interfere in events that involved them,
like the virus weapon in past Forthorthe. Other than that, they wouldn’t abuse
their knowledge of the future or actively seek out events to correct.

If they went around preventing all the tragedies they knew of, Koutarou and
Clan would never make it back to their own time and place. And they weren’t
immortal, so they had limited time on their hands. Moreover, they questioned
their place in interfering with the past. Who were they to decide who or what
was worthy of saving? They had no right to decide whose life was important
and whose wasn’t. That said, they simply couldn’t overlook the suffering that
happened in front of them. It would be wrong to ignore those people. And so
they reaffirmed the decision they’d made in Forthorthe: they would help where
they could with what crossed their path, but they wouldn’t go out of their way
to find those in need.

Originally, their goal had been not to change the past at all, but things hadn’t
worked out that way. They’d had to settle for making minimal changes while
doing what they believed to be right. They weren’t gods, however, so there was
a limit to what they could do. But in the interest of fairness, they’d agreed not
to use the time slip for personal reasons. As such, Koutarou wouldn’t be able to
save his mother. Waking up in forty days to go save her would break the rules.

“Veltlion, this is your mother we’re talking about, right? Why don’t we just
bend the rules a little bit for this one and go save her?”

“Clan...”

Clan’s suggestion made Koutarou waver. It was his mother. The same mother
he’d previously thought he’d do anything to save.

But... can I really do that to Clan?

When they had woken up to repair the Cradle ten years ago, a similar
opportunity had presented itself to Clan. But she had held strong and returned
to Earth without acting on it. Koutarou felt like bending the rules to save his



mother after that would be incredibly unfair. Both to Clan and to everyone else
in the world who would never get that kind of chance.

And if | save mom, it will definitely change history...

That was yet another cause for concern. If Koutarou’s mother survived, he
likely never would have moved into Corona House. Once his dad had gotten the
promotion, Koutarou would have just stayed at home with his mom. He never
would have met the invaders that way. His life would be completely different,
and Koutarou couldn’t even get his head around what the consequences of that
might be. Just like in sci-fi movies, he might lose his place to return to, or he
might even disappear.

“Since we’ve come this far, I'll stick with you until the end, whatever you may
decide. The royal families owe you an immense debt, after all.”

Clan was well aware of what Koutarou was worrying about, including the
dangers it might entail. But despite that, she still wanted him to follow his
heart. It was both an expression of her friendship, and a token of gratitude on
behalf of the royal families of Forthorthe.

“Thank you, Clan. But... can you give me some time to think? | can’t decide
right away.”

Koutarou was happy over Clan’s offer, but he wasn’t sure what he should do.
If possible, he wanted to save his mother. But at the same time, he wanted to
return to his own world. That’s what he had worked so hard for up until now.
Moreover, he had no way of knowing what would happen if they did irrevocably
change history. Koutarou felt what happened to him would be what he
deserved for meddling, but Clan didn’t deserve that. He didn’t see an
immediate solution that would satisfy everyone, so he couldn’t make up his
mind right away.

“We still have time. Take your time to think about it.”
“Yeah...”

Koutarou nodded vaguely and looked up into the sky. The Cradle had already
finished burying itself and had vanished underground, so silence had fallen over
the area.



What should | do...?

Koutarou’s mind, however, was a cacophony of thoughts. His emotions were
in horrible disarray and his heart was pounding like he’d been doing heavy
exercise. No matter what he chose, he would lose something important—either
his mother or his life as he knew it. Both were precious beyond compare. Just
the thought of losing either one send his mind spinning. He was so distraught
that he barely even noticed the starlight twinkling in his eyes.

“Hey, Onii-chan.”

A strange voice suddenly called out to the troubled Koutarou. Surprised, he
abandoned his thoughts and looked in the direction of the voice.

“Did you see a star falling down around here? | am looking for it.”

Koutarou saw a tiny girl, just a little too young to be going to elementary
school. She was wearing a white robe and a long red skirt. It looked like a shrine
maiden’s outfit. Her hair was short, and her large eyes sparkled in the starlight.
She looked like a healthy, energetic girl.

“A star, you say? Well, | haven’t seen one...”

Koutarou tried to hide his shock as he answered the girl. It wasn’t just her
appearance that had taken him by surprise.

She’s talking about us...

The star the girl was looking for was most likely the Cradle that Koutarou and
Clan had flown in on. She must have spotted it landing in the area and came to
take a look.

“Veltlion...” Clan whispered to Koutarou.
“Yeah, | know.”

Clan had only said his name, but he knew what she was getting at. She
wanted him to get more information from the girl—really, find out if there were
any other witnesses.

“What about you, Onee-chan?”

“I-l haven’t seen a star either.”



Not used to talking to strangers, Clan forced an awkward smile as she
answered the girl’s question before quietly moving to hide behind Koutarou.
She was planning on making him deal with the girl.

“Then did you hear a really loud sound? It went like wrooooom!”

The girl lifted her arms up above her head and swung them around in a wild
gesture.

“I can’t quite remember. An airplane might have passed by though.”
“Hmm, | see...”

The girl nodded a couple of times and then politely bowed.
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“Thank you for telling me. Bye-bye, Onii-chan, Onee-chan

After saying goodbye, the girl quickly turned and ran off. Like one could have
guessed from her appearance, she was an active girl. Koutarou quickly called
out to her, however, as he still had more he wanted to ask her.

“Wait a moment! Where are you headed?”

The girl stopped and looked back to answer Koutarou.

“I’m going to look around this area a little more! | want to find that star!”
“Wait a minute!”

With a few sweeping strides, Koutarou caught up with the girl. He couldn’t
just let her go like that. As he approached, the girl stared at him with wide eyes.

“What is it?”
“I'll come with you. It’s dangerous for a girl to be alone at this hour.”
There were two reasons Koutarou really wanted to go with her.

The first was because he was genuinely worried about her. The sun had
already set and it was now pitch black outside. Moreover, they were in the
middle of a mountain forest. It was hard to see where you were going, making it
especially dangerous for a small girl to be walking around on her own.

The second reason was that he wanted to talk to her a little more. He wanted
to make sure that there wouldn’t be any others who would come looking for



the Cradle.
“Will you help me look?”
“Yeah.”
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“Really?! Thank you, Onii-chan

Seeing Koutarou nod, the girl’s expression lit up. Her wide eyes were
practically glowing, and her smile was beaming.

“You don’t mind, do you, Clan?”

Koutarou turned back to Clan to make sure, and she nodded in response.
“I'll leave that to you. | will remain here and continue with preparations.”
“Yeah, good idea.”

Koutarou would tag along with the girl while Clan stayed behind to make sure
things were in order for their return to the future. The division of labor seemed
obvious enough. Of course, it didn’t help any that Clan was naturally shy.

“Oh, and Veltlion, take this with you.”

Clan tossed something to Koutarou, and he quickly plucked it from the air.
“This is...”

It was a silver bracelet just like the one that Clan was wearing.

“You wouldn’t want to get lost, right?”

“Ah, so that’s what it’s for.”

Koutarou looked over the bracelet in his hand.

The bracelet’s original purpose was to serve as a remote control for the
Cradle and the Hazy Moon. Naturally, it was linked to both ships, and it sent and
received all kinds of information. It displayed the Cradle’s current location,
observed the wearer’s current condition, and more. So as long as Koutarou
wore the bracelet, he wouldn’t have to worry about getting lost. Without it or
Blue Knight’s armor, he would be in just as much danger as the little girl walking
around a dark forest at night.

While Koutarou was staring at the bracelet, Clan approached the girl and



pinned something that looked like a small badge to her chest.
“And this is for you.”
“What is it?”
The girl tugged on her shirt to look at it.
“With this, we’ll be able to find you right away if you get lost.”
“| see. How smart.”

The girl let go of her shirt and smiled at Clan. Unused to having strangers
complimenting her, Clan simply blushed.

“I don’t really get how to use this, but... thanks, Clan.”

After looking over the bracelet, Koutarou slipped it on his right wrist as he
thanked her. The next moment, a small gem started glowing on the bracelet. It
seemed to be a sign it had activated.

“That’ll do it.”
“Then let’s go!”

After he put on the bracelet, the girl grabbed Koutarou’s arm and started
walking right away.

“Don’t be in such a hurry! It’s dangerous!”
“It’ll be fine. You’re such a worrywart, Onii-chan.”
“W-Well, | guess I’'m off, Clan.”

“Stay safe.”

Pulled along by the girl, Koutarou vanished into the woods. After seeing them
off, Clan crossed her arms and pouted.

“That Veltlion... Why wouldn’t he ask me to come with him? | might be
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uncomfortable around strangers, but still

Clan was shy and she had her own work to do, but she was still unhappy that
Koutarou had been so eager to leave her behind.

Though she was looking for a star, it wasn’t like she had any leads. The girl



was relying on only her intuition as she walked around the black forest. The
uneven forest floor was obscured by darkness, but the girl’s steps were

confident and firm. Seeing that, Koutarou realized how determined she must be
to find this star.

“Hmm, it should have fallen around here...”
“Did you see it?”
“Yeah. It came from the sky and zoomed past me.”

“And that’s why you came looking for it?”

“Yeah.”
“All alone?”

“That’s right! | came alone! | came here the whole way on my own and |
found the star on my own!”

Koutarou followed behind the girl as they talked.

She’s never going to find it... | should come up with a good way to get her to
give up...

Watching the girl’s back, he tried to think of a way to get her to abandon the
search. They’d been walking and talking long enough now that Koutarou had
learned everything he needed to know. The girl had come up to the mountains
on her own, and she just happened to spot the Cradle as it landed. She was the
one and only witness. So as long as Koutarou could get her to give up her star
search, there shouldn’t be any problems.

Koutarou knew that her search was pointless because her “star” was actually
the Cradle, which was already buried underground. No matter how hard she
looked, she would never find it. They’d already moved a good deal away from
where it actually was. But since Koutarou couldn’t tell her that, he simply
followed her lead. Knowing she was wasting her time, however, it was getting
harder and harder to watch. Now that he had gotten the information he
needed out of her, there was no reason to keep up the charade and get her
hopes up.

“You know, it really is dark now. If you don’t go home soon, your family will



get worried about you.”
“It’s okay. I'm looking for my mom.”
“Your mom?”

That certainly wasn’t what Koutarou had expected her to say. He was quite
stumped by the response, but she just turned around and smiled at him.

“Uhuh. It’s been a while since | saw her last.”

“Weren’t you looking for a star?”

“Yeah, | am. My mom’s blue star.”

“Ah...”

It was in that moment that Koutarou understood what the girl meant.

| was worried about getting her hopes up, but this is worse... What have we
done?

The girl’s next words confirmed his fears.

“My mom said when she died, she would become a blue star. And when |
looked up at the sky before, | saw a blue star falling! My mom must have found
me and come to see me!”

She’d mistaken the Cradle for a falling blue star, which had given her false
hope that her late mother had come to see her. That’s why she was searching
the mountain all on her own.

If this girl realizes that what she saw wasn’t her mom’s star...

If she didn’t find the star, she would likely be devastated. When he thought
about that, Koutarou was overcome with guilt. If he and Clan hadn’t landed
here, they wouldn’t have had to break this little girl’s heart.

“...'m sure you’ll find her soon.”

Koutarou couldn’t find it in himself to tell this desperate little girl the truth.
He knew all too well the pain of losing a mother. That’s why he said what he
did, even knowing it was just a temporary comfort.

“Yeah! Thank you, Onii-chan!”



The girl gave him a big, bright smile. Koutarou couldn’t help but want that
smile to remain unchanged if possible.

More than four hours had now passed since Koutarou and the girl had begun
walking through the mountain forest. After so long, even the energetic girl was
starting to grow weary, so Koutarou suggested that they take a break at a
nearby brook.

“By the way, | never got your name.”
“Oh yeah, now that you mention it!”

The girl had been so focused on finding her mother that she hadn’t even
properly introduced herself. She’d immediately taken to calling Koutarou “Onii-
chan,” and since it was just the two of them, they hadn’t had any trouble
communicating. It was only now that they had a minute to take a breather that
Koutarou thought to ask her name.

“I'm Kiil”

“Kii?”

“Yes!”

“That’s a nice name...”

Koutarou had never heard it before, but he knew lots of kids these days had
unusual names. He didn’t give it much thought.

“What about you, Onii-chan?”

“Koutarou.”

“Hmm, Koutarou, huh? What a weird name!”
“Is it weird?”

“Yeah!”

The girl—Kii—nodded with a broad smile. Seeing her bright expression lifted
Koutarou’s spirits.

| guess the name Koutarou isn’t used as much now, huh?



“Can I still call you Onii-chan?”
“Sure. Can | call you Kii-chan?”
“Yeah! That’s what mom called me!”

Kii cheerfully smiled and nodded. It was an innocent, happy smile that
revealed just how much she’d come to trust Koutarou these past few hours.

“Since dad calls me Kii, | like Kii-chan better.”
“Why’s that?”

“Because dad is always so mean. Even before when | said | wanted to go see
the movie, he said no!”

“All right, then I'll call you Kii-chan.”
“Thanks!”

Kii’s family was now motherless.
It’s the same as mine...

After the death of his mother, there was a time Koutarou’s relationship with
his father was quite strained. Reflecting on that, Koutarou could vaguely
understand how things were between Kii and her father. At the same time, he
couldn’t even imagine how worried her dad must be about her. He probably
didn’t even know where she was.

“Kii-chan, I’'m sure your dad is worried sick about you at home. Why don’t you
go home for now and continue looking for the star tomorrow?”

“No.” Kii puffed up her cheeks and shook her head. “l won’t go back home!

I”

I’'m going to live on my own

“What?!” Koutarou’s eyes opened wide in surprise. “J-Just wait a minute! You
mean you ran away from home?!”

“Yeah!” Kii declared with a smile and a nod. “Dad wouldn’t take Kii to see the
Kabutonga movie, so | came by myself!”

She seemed quite proud of what she’d done, and she was just as satisfied that
she was able to impress Koutarou.



III

“Th-This is bad! | have to take you to the police right away
“The police?”
“They’re the people who will take you home!”

If Kii had run away from home, her father might have filed a missing person’s
report. With a child this young, they would probably be in the middle of a major
search operation. That was bad enough, but if they came into the mountains,
they might stumble across the Cradle. Kii seemed quite happy, but this was a
potentially fatal threat to Clan and Koutarou.

“Hey, Clan—"
Koutarou immediately went to use the bracelet to contact Clan.
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Before he could, however, Kii reached over and pushed the button that
Koutarou had used to activate the bracelet, which put it back in standby mode.

“Kii-chan?!”
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“If you take me to the police, I'll tell them that you kidnapped me
“Wh-What?!”

Koutarou existed in this world, but he should only be a child at this point in
time. If he met anyone and had to give them his name and birthday, it would
raise a lot of questions. He would likely be taken into custody and interrogated
about his identity. Clan was in an even worse situation. The police would
probably think they were illegal immigrants, which would lead to a whole new
series of headaches. Being made out to be kidnappers would be the least of
their problems at that point.

“Kii-chan, that’s not good! You have to go home!”

Koutarou frantically tried to persuade Kii to listen to him. If he didn’t get her
to go home fast, the cops might show up.

“No! I won’t go home!”

But no matter how much Koutarou insisted, Kii refused and shook her head.
She was resolute.



“I’m going to find mom, and we’ll go see the Kabutonga movie!”
“Kii-chan...”

Kii had run away from home after fighting with her father because she
wanted to see the movie. She’d mistaken the Cradle for her mother’s star and
come looking for it once it landed, but there was no way she would ever find it.
If left to her own devices, she would spend the whole night just wandering the
mountain.

“Say, Kii-chan, if you do find that star and get to see the movie, will you go
back home?”

It was a particularly difficult situation for Koutarou, but he couldn’t just leave
a young girl alone in the woods. He wanted to do what he could to help her. He
figured that letting her search for the star until she was satisfied, then taking
her to the movies would be the least problematic way to get her to go home.

“Hmm...”

Kii crossed her arms and began pondering Koutarou’s proposal. She furrowed
her shapely brow, looking quite mature for her age.

Huh? This girl...

Watching her make that face, Koutarou got the feeling he’d seen it
somewhere before. He couldn’t put his finger on who it was that this little girl
reminded him of, but he soon brushed it off. There were more important
matters at hand.

“In that case... | might go home... Maybe...” Kii said, pensively holding a finger
to her chin.

She hadn’t had much of a reason for running away to begin with. It was really
just a misunderstanding between her and her father born from the loss her
mother. The only things that were keeping her from going back were the search
for her mother’s star and the Kabutonga movie. If she got what she wanted,
there should be no reason for her not to go home.

“Then I'll help you out.”

“Really?!”



Kii’s expression lit up once more after another unexpected offer from
Koutarou. Her mature expression was replaced with a childlike grin.

“Then promise me that you’ll go home once you’re done with both.”
“Okay! | promise!”

Kii accepted Koutarou’s proposal with a wide smile. Really, it was a welcome
offer. No matter how clever she was, she was still only six years old. Running
away from home all alone was a big, scary adventure, and she had no reason to
refuse Koutarou’s kind hand now. After opening up to him over the past couple
of hours, he felt like a friend.

“Okay, then here.”

Still smiling, Kii looked up at Koutarou and presented him with her right hand.
“What?”

“A pinky swear. It’s a promise, right?”

The young girl formed a fist with her right hand and stuck out her pinky.
Koutarou did the same, and they crossed their pinkies over each other’s.

“Pinky swear! Cross my heart and hope to die!”

With the promise sealed, they resumed their search together.






Searching for Her Mother

After their pinky swear, Koutarou and Kii returned to the Cradle. It was
growing late. They’'d already been at the search for a while, and continuing to
wander around the mountain with no direction would be dangerous. So
Koutarou decided to return to the Cradle for food and rest.

Koutarou had been worried that Kii might oppose this idea, but she was
unexpectedly cooperative. She fully believed in the pinky swear that they had
exchanged. She would find her mother’s star and watch the Kabutonga movie
together with Koutarou. To her, his word was gold. And to that end, she would
do anything he asked.

“...And that’s why I'll be looking after this girl for a little while.”
“You really do attract trouble no matter where you go, don’t you?”

When Koutarou gave Clan a rundown of the situation, she slumped her
shoulders and gave him an amazed look. The first thing he’d done after
returning to the Cradle was come to report the new developments to Clan. He’d
left Kii in the Cradle’s living quarters so he could talk to Clan alone.

“What else was | supposed to do? This isn’t my fault.”
“Well, that’s true... but | have things to do, so you’ll have to look after her.”
“I know. | won’t cause any trouble for you.”

Clan had to make preparations for their return to the future. The plan was to
freeze time aboard the Cradle, sleep for another ten years, and wake up when
the time was right. Though it sounded simple enough, freezing time was a
delicate procedure that involved a lot of prep work. That would be Clan’s job, so
the responsibility of looking after Kii naturally fell on Koutarou.

“Oh, and Clan, do you have anything you’re willing to let go of that would be
worth something?”

“Worth something?”



Unsure what he meant, Clan cocked her head to the side.

“I don’t have any money | can use. But | have to take Kii to the movies, so I'll
need a little cash.”

The money currently in circulation in this age would be reissued in a few
years’ time. Koutarou had money from the future, but trying to use that would
raise a lot of questions. So in order to blend in, he’d need currency from this
day and age, which is why he wanted to know if Clan had anything that might
be sellable.

“I'll work to repay you later, so could you give me something that’ll be worth
some money?”

“So that’s what you meant.”

As a princess, Clan was a bit naive in that department. The idea of trading
something for money hadn’t even occurred to her. Now that she understood
the situation, however, she approached a big cabinet that held materials she
was using for research.

“Veltlion, platinum is a precious metal on this planet, isn’t it?”
“It should be, yeah.”
“I’'m sure | had some to use as a catalyst around here somewhere...”

Clan opened the cabinet and began searching the shelves inside. Unlike the
wardrobe in Koutarou’s room, Clan’s cabinet was neatly arranged and she was
quickly able to find what she was looking for.

“Ah, here itis.”
She pulled a lump of platinum from a shelf and brought it back to Koutarou.
“How about this?” she said as she walked over to a desk.

Pure platinum was incredibly dense, making it much heavier than one would
guess just by looking at it. As such, when Clan plonked the lump down on the
desk, it made a surprisingly loud sound and shook the whole desk.

“This is just spare material, so | still have plenty more. Feel free to use it as
you please. If that’s not enough, then just come back to me.”



Seeing the platinum, however, Koutarou flew off the handle at Clan.
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“Are you stupid?
“Wh-What is it now?!”

Surprised by his sudden shouting, Clan visibly recoiled. But even so, Koutarou
didn’t relent.

“As if | could sell this in a pawnshop! | only need a fragment of that!”
“I-Is that it?!”

The lump of platinum Clan had put on the desk weighed at least five
kilograms. And since platinum was valued at four to five thousand yen per
gram, the mass Clan had tried to give him would be worth at least twenty
million yen. It was highly unlikely that a pawnshop or second-hand shop would
have that kind of cash on hand.

“Just how spoiled are you?! You should learn what it’s like to be a commoner!
You want to become the empress, don’t you?!”

“Th-Then | would just appoint someone that understands commoners to—"
“No one wants such an out of touch empress!”

It would be a while yet before Koutarou was finished with her and actually
managed to get the couple of grams of platinum he needed.

While Clan was targeting Koutarou and Theia, she’d installed a TV in the
Cradle’s living quarters. She used it as a means to gather information, study
culture and language, and analyze broadcasting techniques to get a good
estimation of how advanced Earth’s technology was. For example, by examining
the strength of the encryption used in digital broadcasts, she could calculate the
standard processing speeds of computers.

When Koutarou returned to the living quarters, Kii was glued to Clan’s TV,
clearly invested in whatever was airing. Since the TV used one of the ship’s
multipurpose monitors, it was over a hundred inches wide. Because of that,
Koutarou could see the screen clearly despite Kii standing right in front of it.

“Oh... so they’re rebroadcasting that...”



The show playing was an old anime, but it was so famous that even Koutarou,
who wasn’t into anime, knew about it. It was Kabutonga, the King of Beetles, an
animated hero show featuring characters designed after beetles. It seemed
they were using reruns to generate some hype for the theatrical adaptation, a
common promotional tactic.

“Look out, No. 1! Behind you!”

On the screen, the show’s protagonist, Kabutonga No. 1, was in danger. Doing
her best to help him out, Kii was clenching her small fists and desperately
cheering for him. She was such a big fan of the show that she’d run away from
home to see the Kabutonga movie that had been released just the other day.
And her passion was obvious. She was so caught up in cheering for Kabutonga
that she didn’t even notice Koutarou entering the room.

”
!

“There! Give him your Kabutonga Kick
“Heh, she looks like she’s having fun.”

Kii looked so happy that Koutarou decided to leave her be. He quietly walked
through the back of the room to get to the ship’s kitchen, where he was going
to prepare dinner while Kii was watching the show.

Wait, Kabutonga?

However, Koutarou stopped dead just as he entered the kitchen. The name
“Kabutonga” tickled something in the back of his mind, but he couldn’t quite
put his finger on it. Unable to place it, Koutarou gave up on it and went back to
what he was doing. Right now, dinner was more important than some old hero
anime.

“Aaaaahhh! That’s unfair, Scarab King! Stag-man, hurry! You have to save
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Kabutonga

With Kii’s shouting in the background, Koutarou opened the pantry in the
kitchen. Inside were all kinds of ingredients.

“We should eat these up soon...”

Koutarou pulled some of the containers from the shelves. The food in the
pantry on the Cradle fell into two categories: food that had been there since



before the start of Clan and Koutarou’s ordeal, and food that had come back
with them from past Forthorthe. The former was packaged to be indefinitely
preserved, but the same wasn’t true for the latter. That’s why Koutarou was
planning on using up some of it for dinner. Though the pantry also functioned
as a refrigerator, he didn’t want to risk any of it starting to go bad.

“Stag-man! Your drill! You can just use your drill!”

“Ah, so today’s episode is ‘Kabutonga Dies at Daybreak.” No wonder she’s so
fired up...”

Koutarou talked to himself as he pulled some cookware from a different shelf
and stuffed it into a basket with the ingredients he’d picked out. With the
basket in hand, he then headed towards the storeroom where they kept most
of what had come back from Forthorthe with them.

“Here we go.”

Koutarou picked up a bundle of firewood. Then, with the basket tucked under
his right arm and the firewood tucked under his left, he walked back through
the living quarters.

“Kabutonga, open your eyes! Kabutonga!”

Koutarou passed behind Kii once more and headed out through the airlock to
the outside. He was planning on making dinner outdoors. Since all of the
ingredients he was using were from an age long since passed, he thought it was
more appropriate to prepare them on a campfire than in a cutting-edge kitchen.
It was like how an indoor barbecue was never as good. He also didn’t like the
Cradle’s overly advanced kitchen, so he preferred cooking outside anyway.

“First off is...”

Once outside, Koutarou gathered some large stones to build a small wall to
act as a shield around where he would make the fire. That way, even if the wind
blew, the fire wouldn’t go out of control. That was something he’d learned
while in Forthorthe. Next, he placed the firewood inside the ring of rocks. The
trick was stacking it in a way that still allowed for air to flow through. With
experienced hands, he crafted an expert campfire.

“Now it’s this thing’s turn.”



Once everything was ready, Koutarou took out a long stick he’d picked up
from the warehouse. More accurately, it wasn’t a stick, but rather a beautifully
decorated staff about a meter and a half long. Holding it in both hands, he held
the tip of the staff up in front of his face.

“Um... fire, appear!”

As if obeying Koutarou’s words, a small flame lit up the end of the staff.
Despite not having anything for fuel, it burned like a candle above the staff. It
would have been a very bizarre sight for anyone who didn’t know any better.

“Yurika is gonna freak out when | give her this...”

The staff was a present Koutarou had brought with him from past Forthorthe
for Yurika. It was an authentic magical staff called Encyclopedia. It had been
used by one of Koutarou’s enemies, a man by the name of Grevanas who was
the head of the court magicians. Though he’d been cast out of the universe in
the end by Clan’s Super Space-time Repulsion Shell, his staff had been left
behind alongside several other tools.

Magical staffs were normally used to assist magicians in casting spells. A staff
heightened a magician’s concentration and amplified their mana to make their
spells even more potent. There were also staffs that had special abilities on top
of that. Encyclopedia was one such staff.

Encyclopedia’s special ability was the power to read its users mind and cast
spells using its own mana. As a result, the user of the staff could cast a spell of
their own while simultaneously using the staff to cast another. It was an
incredibly powerful tool that could give a serious advantage in a fight between
magic users.

But thanks to its special ability, even people who weren’t magicians could use
the magic of the staff to cast spells. As its name suggested, Encyclopedia had
access to a wide variety of spells. But as result, the power of each spell was
lessened. The staff held a finite amount of mana, so the number of spells
recorded in it was inversely proportionate to the power behind them. But even
though its spells were weaker than most, with the power of Encyclopedia, even
someone with no magical talent could become a mediocre magician. That was
specifically why Koutarou had gone out of his way to bring it home for Yurika.



With it, she could be a magical girl like she’d always wanted.

“Magic really is convenient...”

Koutarou held the flaming tip of the staff to the firewood to start his
campfire. It only took a few seconds for all the wood to ignite into a big, burning
red glow of a fire. It was more than hot enough to use to prepare a meal. Since
getting a proper fire going normally took a good deal of time, the staff was
quite useful.

“All right, then let’s get started.”

And so Koutarou began preparing dinner on the fire he’d started with magic.

Even after the show ended, Kii was still wired. The hero she adored had been
defeated by his enemy, but then he’d made a miraculous recovery and won in a
huge turnaround. She couldn’t help being excited about it, and she was dying to
talk to someone about such a thrilling episode of her favorite show.

“Onii-chan, where are you?”

That someone, of course, would be Koutarou. He was the only one she really
had to go to, and she felt like he would listen to her.

“Where did he go?”

Kii looked around the living quarters. Since it was the residential area of a
small spaceship, it was really only about as big as a normal living room. As such,
it didn’t take her long to realize that no one was around.

IIHuh?H

As she looked around, however, Kii caught a whiff of something. She paused
and took several sniffs to try and figure out what it was.

“Hmm, something smells really good...”

What she’d detected was the fragrant smell of cooking food. As soon as it hit
her, Kii’s stomach let out a growl, and she finally realized that it had been a
while since she’d last eaten.

“It’s coming from this way... isn’t it?”



Lured by her curiosity, Kii’s tiny nose twitched as she followed the smell. She
left the living quarters and walked down a corridor that led to the hatch of the
ship, which had been left open. Stepping outside, she identified the source of
what she was smelling.

“Wow! It’s a feast!”

There was a pot over a red flame, and inside it was a boiling soup made from
seafood and vegetables. There was also a hunk of meat on a spit above the fire.
Covered in lots of herbs, oils, and spices, the roasting meat was dripping meat
juice all the way down to the ground. There was even bread laid out next to the
fire to get warm and soft. The smell of it all was what had lured Kii outside.
Though she had been completely focused on her show until just a moment ago,
the only thing on her mind now was the food in front of her.

“You're finally here, Kii-chan.”
“Did you make all of this, Onii-chan?!”
“Yeah, but it’s nothing special.”

Tonight’s dinner was a fish and vegetable soup, roast chicken, and a bread
made with a lot of nuts. While Koutarou had only warmed up the bread, he’d
made the other two dishes all on his own.

Koutarou was competent when it came to domestic chores. He’d grown up
with a single father, so he’d taken on things like cleaning to help out. He’d even
learned to cook. But since the invaders were in charge of the cooking in Corona
House, he’d never really had a chance to show it off to the girls.

Travelling to past Forthorthe, however, had given him all the chances to cook
he could have ever hoped for. As a result, his outdoor cooking skills had
improved considerably. Though he couldn’t call himself a proper chef, he was
good enough to serve others. That said, these were all simple dishes from past
Forthorthe.

“That’s not true! It looks really good!”
“Well, | guess we’ll see when we dig in.”

“I want to dig in right now!”



“It’ll be done soon, so just sit tight for a little bit.”
”Okay!”

Even though her stomach was still growling, Kii obeyed Koutarou and sat
down on a log near the fire. As a clever child, she knew that she would be able
to eat sooner if she didn’t get in the way of the cook.

“How’s the soup...? Ah, good, it’'s come out nice.”
“Heehee...”

Obediently sitting down and waiting, Kii followed Koutarou with her eyes. As
she watched him, she could feel a warm and fuzzy feeling rising her chest, and it
wasn’t from the fire. Rather, it was the sensation of precious memories coming
over her.

“Mom, is dinner done yet?”

“Not just yet, so have a seat for now.”
“Okaaay! What are we having today?”
“It’s your favorite, Kii-chan.”

“This smell is... fish!”

“That’s right. It’s almost done, too. We just have to be patient for a little bit to
let it finish cooking, okay?”

“Okay! Kii will wait like a good girl!”

Someone she adored was making food for her. In that past, that person had
always been her mother. She couldn’t help thinking of her as she watched
Koutarou cooking, and those pleasant memories warmed her chest.

“Kii will wait like a good girl... so make it delicious.”
“I can’t make any promises, but I'll do my best.”

It was a special warmth Kii hadn’t felt for a while now.

Koutarou turned the basket he had used to carry the ingredients upside down
and made an impromptu table for Kii. He set it with tableware and served her



soup, chicken, and bread. Seeing it all in front of her, Kii’s eyes sparkled as they
went wide.

“Can | eat it now?! Can I?!”

“Go ahead. Make sure you don’t get anything stuck—"
“Thank you for the food!”

“—in your throat.”

Kii excitedly dug in before Koutarou could even finish his sentence. Holding a
spoon for the soup in her right hand and a kabob of chicken in her left, she
alternated between the two. Based on how quickly she was eating, it certainly
seemed she was enjoying the food.

“I'm glad you like it.”

Sensing that Kii was satisfied, Koutarou flashed a small smile and picked up
some bread for himself. After splitting a roll open, he put some chicken
between the two pieces of bread. This had been his favorite way of eating in
Forthorthe. After a bite, a familiar and pleasant taste spread throughout his
mouth. It was a nostalgic sensation that reminded him of his time in Forthorthe.

I’m sure Clan will give this a passing grade...

While eating his dinner, Koutarou’s mind turned to his partner who had shut
herself up in her laboratory. He’d saved her a portion of what he’d cooked, and
he was planning on taking it to her later. Raised as a princess, she was picky
about the taste of her food, but Koutarou was sure she’d compliment dinner
tonight. He was rather proud of what he’d made.

As Koutarou was thinking about that, however, he realized someone was
staring at him. He slowly looked up to find a pair of large eyes peering at him. It
was Kii, who was intently focused on what was in his hands.

“I want to try too!”

Mimicking Koutarou, Kii split open her roll, put some meat in it, and took a
bite.

“Delicious!”



She seemed to enjoy it, and took bite after bite of the sandwich. She looked
like a squirrel chowing down a nut.

“If you eat that fast, you’ll—"
“Hueh!”

Before Koutarou could warn even Kii to slow down, a piece of bread got
caught in her throat.

“Ack... Hrngh...”
“Here, drink this.”

Koutarou quickly presented Kii with some soup. She gratefully took it and
began drinking directly from the bowl. After a few seconds, she finally lowered
it from her lips and let out a big sigh of relief.

“Haaahh, | thought | was going to die...”

Fortunately, she’d managed to swallow down the troublesome bread. With
the ordeal over, her expression returned to her normally cheerful smile.

“That’s what happens when you eat so fast.”
“But it’s just so good.”
As Koutarou admonished her, Kii blushed in embarrassment.

“I’'m glad you like it, but nobody is going to take it from you. And there’s more
where that came from, so take your time.”

“O-Okay, | will. Heehee...”

Eventually, she smiled and let out a little giggle. Seeing that, Koutarou smiled
too and began eating again.

This kind of reminds me of everyone...

Koutarou was having a noisy but fun dinner, just like he would have in room
106 or past Forthorthe. He was ten years in the past from home, and lightyears
away from Forthorthe, but he felt strangely close to both right now. It was
thanks to Kii’s company.

“Heehee... Hee... Hnn... Hnngh...”



While Koutarou was reminiscing, the sound of Kii’s laughter slowly changed.
When he looked over at her, he could see the light of the fire reflecting off the
tears running down her cheeks. She was crying.

“What’s wrong? Did it taste bad?”
Alarmed, Koutarou took a sip of his soup, but it tasted just fine to him.
What is it then?

Koutarou looked back to Kii in confusion. Despite the tears running down her
cheeks, she had a calm smile on her face.

“That’s not it. It’s good. It’s really good. And I’'m so happy...”

Kii shook her head as she spoke. The tears on her cheeks scattered to the left
and right, illuminated by the firelight as they fell to the ground. But even though
she said she was happy, she wouldn’t stop crying.

“It’s just... it’s been a long time since | had such a nice, happy dinner... So, so
l... Hnn, | don’t... understand either...”

Hearing Kii’s answer, Koutarou realized what was going on.
| see... Kii-chan really misses her mother...

After losing her mother, Kii had been at odds with her father. They had a hard
time understanding each other, and that had driven Kii to run away from home.
It had been quite some time since she’d had such a lighthearted dinner with
someone she cared about, and that made her reflect on happier times. Just like
Koutarou was reminded of being with his friends, Kii was reminded of being
with her family. He had a pretty good handle on how she was feeling because
he’d once been through something similar.

“But... But you know what? | made up my mind! Hnn... Wh-When | grow up,
I’'m going to cook! Hnnngh... I'll learn to cook as g-good, as Onii-chan...”

Kii resolved that if she was going to see her mother again, she wanted it to be
over a delicious dinner like this with lots of smiles.

After that, Koutarou and Kii discussed all kinds of things while they ate.
Though they had introduced themselves, they still barely knew anything about



each other.
“By the way, what do you do, Onii-chan? Are you a cook?”
“If | was, the food would be a lot better than this.”

Kii had finally stopped crying, and she now smiled at Koutarou with more
affection than ever. Seeing that she had regained her smile, Koutarou was
happy. A child her age should always be smiling, he thought.

“Maybe. But Kii knows better.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Taste alone isn’t what makes a dish delicious.”

Kii carried a kabob to her mouth as she smiled. She seemed to have taken a
real liking to Koutarou’s cooking, and she chowed down on the food at a
fearsome pace as she cheerfully chatted away with him. She was already on her
third helpings of all dishes.

“Onii-chan could become a real cook.”

“Ahahaha, I'm flattered. But I’'m not a cook. I'm actually a traveler in the
middle of a journey.”

“A journey? Is that when you go far away?”

Unfamiliar with the word, Kii tilted her head as she asked Koutarou to explain.
He gave her a firm nod in response.

“Yeah. To be more accurate, I've finished my journey and I’'m now on my way
back home.”

“Hmm... So is that why you were around here?”
“That’s about the size of it.”

Koutarou kept his explanation vague on purpose. He couldn’t exactly tell the
truth, and even if he did, telling a six year old girl that he was returning to the
future would only confuse her. Saying he was on his way back home seemed
like the best compromise.

“Your home... like where you live, right?”



“Yeah.”
“Going back home, huh...?”

All the talk of home made Kii think of her own. The home she’d left behind
when she’d run away. She shook her head as if to drive the thought from her
mind and smiled at Koutarou again.

“So where did you come from, Onii-chan?”
“Hmm, that would be hard to explain, but...”

Koutarou racked his brain for a moment to come up with a satisfactory
answer. It was difficult thing to explain to a six year old girl.

“If | had to say, from an endless time and an immeasurable distance.”

In the end, Koutarou answered with a theatrical tone and gesture. It was
enough to distract Kii from the heart of the matter, and she started to laugh
cheerfully.

“Ahahaha, you're trying too hard, Onii-chan.”

“I was actually just thinking the same thing.”

Koutarou laughed bitterly.

I’m really not cut out for acting... I'll have to retire after we finish the play...
After telling himself that, Koutarou looked at Kii and shrugged.

“So where is your home really?”

Kii understood that Koutarou’s answer was a joke, so after they’d stopped
laughing, she asked him again.

“It’s not far from here, but getting there is a bit complicated, so | don’t think
you can come with me, Kii-chan.”

“Is it like a maze?”
“Yeah. But when you grow up, | bet it’ll be really easy.”
“Hmm...”

Making a face that indicated she was uncertain about his answer, Kii looked
towards the city at the foot of the mountain. She could still make out Harukaze



City in the dark, and thanks to the headlights of cars that occasionally passed
by, she could even tell where the roads were.

| would get lost...

Koutarou’s answer seemed believable. Kii was sure she’d get lost in the
complexly intertwined roads of the city. Satisfied, she looked back at Koutarou
again.

“But it’s around here, right?”

“Yeah. Once I've taken a break here, I'll be going home.”
Seeing Koutarou nod, Kii smiled.

“Heehee, | see...”

Kii looked especially happy. Curious as to what she was smiling about,
Koutarou asked her about it.

“What is it?”
“It’s nothing. It’s a girl secret.”

Kii refused to give him a real answer. She was hiding whatever it was behind
that cheerful smile of hers.

“Girls have a lot of those...”

In that moment, Kii seemed just like one of the invaders. She was giving him
the same smile they would whenever they were up to something or teasing
him. So despite not getting an answer, Koutarou shrugged it off with a warm
smile.

“Heehee! A maiden’s heart is an eternal mystery.”

In truth, Kii was smiling because she was thinking about what would happen
after she parted ways with Koutarou.

If he’s from around here, I’'m sure we’ll meet again...

Since Kii had promised that she would go back home after finding her mom’s
star and watching the movie, she would eventually have to leave him. But if he
lived nearby, she might meet him again if she came to town some other time.
That was very happy news to her indeed.



After finishing his meal, Koutarou left Kii with the fire and went to take Clan
her dinner. She was still in her laboratory, working on preparations to get them
back to the right time. While staring at a hologram floating in the air, she
quickly calculated something on the computer. Koutarou went over and set the
food down on a table she used for breaks. If he left it there, Clan would eat it
whenever she took a break next. After setting out the dishes, he quickly headed
for the door so as not to get in her way.

“Thank you, Veltlion.”

“I just hope you like it.”

That was all the two said before Koutarou left the room.
Really, | just hope she doesn’t ruin her health...

Koutarou had seen Clan in overdrive several times now, like when she was
desperately trying to treat the virus in Forthorthe, or when she was trying to
freeze time for the first time. When she got serious like that, her expression
would stiffen and she would clam up. She would go from spoiled princess to
serious researcher, focusing on her work at the cost of all else, including her
own needs.

| can’t leave her on her own, but it’s different than with Yurika...

While Clan was in work mode, Koutarou’s job was to look after her. He would
fix her healthy meals and take care of chores like the cleaning and the washing.
If he didn’t, the Cradle would just end up a mess. As a result, he was practically
working as her attendant at times like these.

“I guess I'll clean up for now...”

Koutarou’s next job was cleaning up after dinner. He had to put out the fire,
take care of the dishes, and put the leftovers in the fridge. It was plain, but
important work. Koutarou rolled up his sleeves and left the Cradle again. Once
outside, he saw that Kii had dozed off next to the weakening fire.

“Zzz...72z2..."

Kii was exhausted after tromping all over the mountain while keeping up a



smile. So after a delicious dinner with Koutarou, she was both mentally and
physically satisfied. She fell into a peaceful state, and the day’s fatigue hit her all
at once. She’d fallen asleep almost as soon as Koutarou left.

“Well, | guess it’s only natural...”

Kii had run away after fighting with her father. That and everything that
followed must have been quite an ordeal for a girl her age. Koutarou flashed a
small smile and reached out for Kii. In order to make sure he didn’t wake her
while he was cleaning, he would put her to bed in the Cradle’s living quarters
first.

“Mmm... Mom...”

But before he could pick her up, she began mumbling in her sleep. Her
peaceful expression turned melancholy, and Koutarou stopped to listen to what
she was saying.

“Where... Where are you...? Kii is right here...”

Kii’s hand moved slightly in her sleep. She seemed to be moving it in her
dream, and her arm naturally obeyed in reality.

“She’s even looking for her mom in her dreams...”

Koutarou could imagine what Kii was dreaming about based on what she was
saying and the sad look on her face. She was wandering all alone through the
dark forest of grief even now.

“I hope... she can at least find her mother’s star in her dream...”

Koutarou was sad for her. He knew that Kii would never actually find her
mother’s star in the real world. And when she came to accept that, it would
break her heart. Sadly, there was nothing Koutarou could do for her about that.

And now she was looking for the star while she slept too. But she must have
known deep down that it was out of reach. Based on what she was saying, she
was still alone even in her dreams. Koutarou found that incredibly sad. He at
least wanted her to be able to see her mother again in her dreams.

“But there’s not much | can do when she’s dreaming, either...”

He knew that Kii was sad, but he had no way to comfort her. He could hardly



help her as it was, much less in her dreams.
“I couldn’t do anything that magical for her...”

Koutarou was overcome by a sense of powerlessness. It was hard for him to
watch such an innocent child crying in her sleep. And it felt even worse knowing
that it was ultimately his and Clan’s fault.

Wait, magical... something magical!

In his lamenting, Koutarou stumbled across a solution. It was a flash of
brilliance—a revelation.

“That’s right, magic! | just might be able to help with magic!”

Koutarou stared at the staff lying next to the fire pit. It was Encyclopedia, the
magical staff he’d brought back from Forthorthe. With it, he might be able help
Kii.

“No... that might be even better...”

Next, Koutarou looked towards the Cradle. There was a sword stored on the
ship with magic power much more potent than what the staff in his hands
possessed.

III

“I’m sure Signaltin would do it

Alaia had always intended the power of Signaltin to be used to help people.
Surely the sword imbued with her feelings would be much more effective than
the staff. With that in mind, Koutarou rushed inside the Cradle.

Inside her dream, Kii herself wasn’t aware that she was dreaming. She was
wandering the vast mountain, desperate and alone.

“H-Huh? What am | doing here...?”

Dreams often start in fantastical ways, but there is usually a connection—
some semblance of reality—that makes them believable. People’s rational
judgment is often diminished in these dreams, especially when they’re seeing
something they want to be seeing or doing something they want to be doing.

“That’s right, I’'m looking for mom!”



That was true even for Kii. She didn’t question why she was on the dark
mountain alone; she simply began wandering in search of her mother. Deep
down, looking for her mother was all she really wanted to do, so nothing
seemed strange about doing it in a dream. Her memories of dinner with
Koutarou had all slipped away. This was, after all, a dream world.

“Mom! Where are you?!”

Kii wandered the dark mountain forest while calling out for her mother, but
the only response she received was silence.

“Mom! Where are you! Kii is right here!”

Kii truly believed the blue star that had fallen from the sky was her mother.
There was joy and hope in her heart, but also an unshakeable uneasiness. She
was worried that she might not find it, or that her mother hadn’t noticed her, or
maybe even that the star wasn’t her mother after all. None of those were
possibilities she wanted to consider.

The truth was that this wasn’t really the first time Kii had gone looking for her
mother. Whenever she was at home alone and heard a noise elsewhere in the
house, she’d rush to it thinking that her mother had returned only to discover
that something had fallen off a shelf. Sometimes she would catch a glimpse of
her mother in a crowd, too. But whenever she chased after her, it always
turned out to be a complete stranger.

And so Kii’s hopes of finding her mother had been betrayed time and time
again. It was almost impossible for a six year old girl to accept that her mother
was really gone. But even though she knew it was true, even though she knew it
would only lead to disappointment, she couldn’t help hoping. Something deep
inside of her just refused to believe that she would never see her mother again.

“Mom! Don’t be mean! | want to see you!”

But things this time were different. Kii had seen the falling blue star with her
own eyes. It was just like what her mother had promised her, so she was certain
she would find her mother this time. But even then, that certainty was tinged
with the crippling doubt that her hopes would be betrayed yet again.

“Mom... why... why won’t you come see me...?”



That doubt took hold of her dreams and manifested as despair. The forest
around her grew darker, and silence fell over it. She was utterly alone. Despite
all her hope, she was trapped in a nightmare.

“Can’t you hear Kii’s voice?! Or do you hate Kii now?!”

The woods grew so dark that Kii could no longer see where she was going. She
grew more and more lonely by the second, which only exacerbated her doubts.
In turn, those doubts darkened her nightmare even more. It was a vicious cycle.

“Come find me, mom! Kii’s been looking for you all this time!”

Kii desperately called for her mother. She was practically screaming, but there
was no response from the dark forest. It was like the shadows of the night were
absorbing her voice, swallowing her grief. As it did, it grew bigger and darker,
slowly encroaching on her. Before she knew it, she was completely surrounded
by pitch-black darkness. And she was still utterly alone.

“Mom! Hnn... Where am I?! Hngh... Hic... I'm scared, mom! Hnnngh, hurry,
come save me!”

All Kii could do now was scream, repeating the same words over and over.
She had been betrayed yet again. Her mother was nowhere around. Her heart,
which could no longer bear the solitude, was starting to break. That was
ultimately why she’d gotten into a fight with her father. She needed affection
and warmth to heal her breaking heart, but he had none to spare. She’d run
away from home to try and find it elsewhere.

“Nooo! | don’t want to be alone! Mom, mooom! Hnn... hnnngh...
Waaaaaaaaaaah

II)

A clever girl for her age, Kii had bottled up the solitude and sadness inside of
her. She had hidden her grief behind a smile for everyone else, but on the
inside, she’d been crying all this time.

“Waaaaaaaah! Auuuaaaaagh!”

And just as Kii was about ready to give up hope once and for all...
“So this is where you’ve been, Kii-chan. | finally found you.”

She heard a nostalgic voice, and her crying immediately stopped.



“Ah..?"

She saw a soft blue light out of the corner of her eye. It was the same color as
the falling star she’d seen.

“M-Mom...?”
Kii slowly raised her head and turned towards the light, eyes wide in disbelief.
“It’s been a long time, Kii-chan... | was waiting for you...”

Kii had finally found her mother. She was standing right in front of her,
wrapped in a blue light.

“Mom! It’s you! It’s really you, mom!”

Her mother had a bright, gentle smile on her face, just like when she was
alive. When Kii saw that, she went running.

“Mom! | came to see you just like | promised! | looked for your star and

|II

chased after you

Approaching her mother at full speed, she kicked off the ground with all her
might. She leaped without fear, never doubting that her mother would catch
her.

“My, my, that’s dangerous, Kii-chan.”
”Mom!”

And just as Kii had expected, her mother caught her in a warm embrace. Now
that she was finally in the arms of the person she wanted to see most, she was
never planning on letting her go again.

“Mom, mom!”
“What’s wrong, Kii-chan? This isn’t like you...”

Kii’s mother wrapped her arms around her small daughter. She could feel Kii’s
warmth, and even the force in her arms as she hugged her tightly. Feeling such
precious things, tears formed in her eyes too. Just like Kii had wanted to see her
mother, her mother had wanted to see her.

Using Signaltin, Koutarou had made a wish: “l don’t care how, | just want Kii



to see her mother again, even if it’s in her dreams.” Because of that, he didn’t
actually know what exactly Signaltin had done. All he knew was that a large
amount of mana had begun flowing out from the sword and into Kii.

“Did it... work...?”

A few seconds after the mana began flowing into Kii, the sadness and pain in
her expression softened into a gentle smile. Her labored breathing slowed
down, and Koutarou could even hear something that sounded like a little giggle
between her calm, heavy breaths.

“Heehee... Mom... Heehee”
“| see... so you did get to see your mother...”

Based on Kii’s smile and her mumbling, Koutarou sensed that he had
succeeded. He then slowly returned Signaltin to its sheath, careful not to wake
Kii up.

Thank you, Your Majesty...

At the same time, he thanked Alaia. He had been able to give Kii some peace
of mind using Signaltin after his and Clan’s arrival had stirred up some sad
memories for her. Since he wasn’t sure Encyclopedia would have had that
power, he was especially grateful for Alaia’s gift of the sword.

“Heehee... | was looking for you with Onii-chan...”
“Heh, do | make an appearance in this dream too?”

Smiling, Koutarou decided it was time to carry Kii inside the Cradle as he had
initially planned. Surely she would have a nicer dream tucked into a warm bed
than on the cold ground outside.

“Hmm?”

But just as Koutarou reached out to pick up Kii...

Someone else is here?

Sensing someone’s presence, Koutarou turned to look behind him.

o ”

A few meters off stood a lone girl. Based on her appearance, she looked to be



around ten years old. She was wearing a school uniform and staring quite hard
at Koutarou.

Why would a girl like that be out here at this hour?

It was already past midnight. Disregarding Kii who had run away from home,
it was far too late for such a girl to be out and about on her own. She was
certainly an odd sight on the mountain in the middle of the night.

“...What are you doing out here?” Koutarou asked.

The girl appeared to be older than Kii, but he still wanted to talk to her and
make sure she got home.

“I’'m looking for someone,” the girl answered indifferently, without any
change in her expression.

“Someone?”
“I thought it might have been you, but | was wrong.”

“Is that so? Well, it’s already late, so you should stop looking and go home for
tonight.”

Based on how the girl was acting, Koutarou could tell she was quite mature
for her age. She was a lot like Alaia in that sense.

“Yes, | think I'll do just that.”

The girl nodded and spun around, turning her back to Koutarou. She then
casually walked away.

What a mysterious girl... Koutarou thought to himself as he watched her go.

The girl had clear and earnest eyes. He could also sense a strong will in them
that seemed contrary to her youthful appearance. Koutarou had met several
girls like that before, but this was the first time he’d met one so young.
Moreover, the circumstances of the encounter were strange. She didn’t look
like she’d run away from home like Kii had, so Koutarou couldn’t imagine what
she’d be doing in the mountains in the middle of the night.

“That’s right, there’s one thing | want you to tell me.”

Just before she was about to vanish into the darkness, the girl stopped and



turned around to look at Koutarou. Her earnest eyes were staring right at him
again.






It’s like she has Her Majesty Alaia’s maturity and Flair’s sense of duty...

Pierced by the girl’s powerful gaze, Koutarou felt a strange sensation. It was
especially strange coming from a ten year old girl.

“You... What were you doing to that girl with that sword?”

“Wha...”

The girl’s question greatly shook Koutarou. He found himself at a loss for
words and his heart skipped a beat.

Did she see me?!

Koutarou finally understood why this girl had appeared in front of him. She
had come to confirm why he’d been pointing a sword at Kii.

How am | supposed to explain that...?

Koutarou hesitated. She probably wouldn’t believe him if he said that he was
casting a spell on Kii. And based on her behavior and way of talking, she
probably wasn’t going to buy any half-baked excuse he could come up with on
the spot. He also didn’t want to say anything suspicious or unnecessary that
might get the cops called on him.

Swiftly gathering his thoughts, Koutarou decided to be honest and just omit
most of the stuff about magic. He didn’t think anything short of the truth would
convince a girl with such earnest eyes. After taking a deep breath to calm
himself, he carefully chose his words as he answered her.

“This girl just lost her mother. She was having a nightmare, so | was casting a
charm on her with this sword. Apparently this sword has some kind of power.”

Pretty much everything he said was the truth. It was about as honest as he
could be without revealing Signaltin’s true nature. And surely something
superstitious like a charm would be easier to believe than straight up magic.

“I see... Then it looks like your charm worked. She appears to be having a nice
dream.”

Saying that, the girl smiled for the first time. Perhaps it was just because she’d
had such a serious expression on her face all this time, but Koutarou felt like her



smile was especially gentle.
“Children have the right to have good dreams.”
“l agree.”
Still smiling, the girl nodded and turned away from Koutarou again.
“If you’ll excuse me then.”
“Yeah.”

With those few words as her goodbye, the girl then disappeared into the
darkness.

How mysterious...

Though they hadn’t exchanged but a few words, Koutarou didn’t feel anything
negative from her. Something about her presence told Koutarou she was a good
person.

“Damn, | forgot to ask for her name...”

But even though he trusted her, her identity and purpose remained a mystery
to him.



The Lost Tribe

After parting with Koutarou, the girl walked along a mountain path for a while
before stopping again. She then silently waited without doing anything.

“Nana-chan!”

After some time passed, someone approached her. It was a woman with long
hair in her late twenties, and she made quite an impression carrying a large bow
in hand. She called out to the girl—Nana—who had been waiting for her.

“Kanae-san, it was a bust,” the girl replied.

Nana called the woman approaching her Kanae. Kanae was Nana’s ally, and
they’d been working together for quite some time.

“Hmm, | see...”

Based on the fact that Nana had returned without fighting, Kanae could have
guessed as much, but her shoulders still slumped a little. It was a disappointing
outcome for her. Kanae was a gentle soul, so she didn’t like fighting. But in
order to fulfill her wish, she knew she would eventually have to draw her bow.
She had her own reasons for wanting a fight.

“Since there was a reaction for summoning, necromancy, and mind
manipulation, | was sure this would be it... but it turned out to be almost the
opposite.”

“The opposite? But if he used all that magic, he still must be our enemy,
right? Didn’t he use necromancy to possess that girl?”

Summoning, necromancy, and mind manipulation was a powerful
combination of magic that could summon the spirits of the dead and control
them. It was a method that evil magicians, especially necromancers, liked to
use. They often used the dead for their own gain.

“It looked that way at first, but that wasn’t the case. He was using the sword’s
power to summon the girl’s dead mother so that they could meet in her



dreams.”

With the power of the sword, the man in question had summoned the
mother’s soul in a temporarily stable form, and then connected her directly to
the girl’s mind. Though he had used the same combination of spells that evil
necromancers would, the end result was completely different from what Nana
had expected.

Nana had approached the mysterious man to investigate what he’d done.
Though she could confirm what types of magic he’d used from afar, she
couldn’t tell how they were being used until she got closer.

“You’re saying he’s a good necromancer?”
“Yes. It’s an extremely rare case. This is my first time seeing one myself...”

As the girl said that, she glanced back up the mountain path. She normally
had a stern look on her face, but her eyes betrayed a certain gentleness in that
moment.

Nana had never seen a necromancer use magic like that for good before. If
he’d only wanted to speak with the dead, divination magic would have been
much more effective. Going through the trouble to actually summon a soul and
invade someone’s dreams was just a waste of mana. But at the same time,
going to all that trouble had made his good intentions quite clear.

He didn’t just let the two of them talk. He actually allowed them to meet and
touch one another. It would technically be a kind of temporary possession, but...
to think anyone would use necromancy in such a way...

In the organization that Nana was a part of, any personal use of magic was
forbidden. That rule was established to prevent those who could use magic
from using it unfairly for their own gain. It was much the same reason firearms
were kept under strict control in most modern nations. As part of her job, Nana
had fought against many people who used magic for selfish means. But what
she’d just witnessed was indeed the opposite of that.

“If only the world was full of magicians like that, our job would be a lot
easier...”

It was like a flower blooming on a bloodied battlefield. Nana felt that if that



flower were to spread its seeds, the future would become much brighter.

“But Nana-chan, don’t we need to report this?”

Regardless of reason, it didn’t change the fact that this man had indeed used
magic for personal reasons. Nana had an obligation to report it to her
organization and formally eliminate him. At least, in theory.

“There’s no need for that.”
“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Fortunately, he used magic of a different style than ours. And since
there wasn’t any real abuse of power, it’s not our jurisdiction.”

Multiple styles of magic existed. Magic had been discovered in more than one
time and place in the universe, so different societies had different ways of
accessing and using it.

Nana’s duty was to keep people from benefitting from the private use of
magic, but more specifically, she was officially only concerned with the type of
magic that had come from her country. She also had an obligation to protect
people from abuses of magic, regardless of style. But a situation like this where
a different style of magic had been used and there was no apparent abuse of
power was a bit of a gray area. No one had actually been hurt either, so Nana
didn’t think it was necessary to file an official report.

“Hmm, that’s wonderful, Nana-chan.”

“What?”

“You look happy.”

When Kanae pointed that out, Nana touched her own face.

Maybe | am. Really, | wish for a world where magic and people can peacefully
coexist like that...

Nana wouldn’t forget what she had witnessed today. It was an experience
that would without a doubt inform the way she thought of and fought for magic
in the future.

“I think I am happy. But | can’t get carried away. Our investigation is back at



square one now, after all,” Nana said as she erased her smile and pulled her
usual self back together.

She was currently trying to resolve an incident involving magic that had
occurred nearby. She was happy to have met the mysterious magician with the
young girl, but it left her without a lead on her investigation. If she didn’t get to
the bottom of things quickly, it might even have a negative effect on the
magician she’d just met. Nana didn’t want that, so she was especially motivated
to try to get to the bottom of things.

“I hope my little girl and Soutarou-san are all right...”

As Nana’s serious expression returned, Kanae gave an uneasy glance towards
the city at the base of the mountain. Somewhere off in the distance was a large
estate with her husband and daughter inside. Her worried look was aimed at
the two of them.

Kanae’s husband and daughter were actually victims in the case that Nana
was investigating. More precisely, her daughter was the victim, and her
husband was now using his own body to keep her alive. That was why Kanae
was working with Nana to solve the case.

Kanae’s husband, Soutarou, was the heir to an old shrine. Kanae had taken
archery lessons there shrine, and that was how they’d met. They fell in love and
eventually got married. Their daughter had inherited her father’s lineage and
was born with extraordinary spiritual energy.

With the dawn of modern science, even the oldest shrines had long forgotten
the methods to control spiritual energy. So even though Kanae’s daughter had
it in abundance, she was still a normal girl otherwise. But to those who would
abuse magic, people with large amounts of spiritual energy were quite useful.
They could be used as catalysts for spells or even sacrifices to evil demons.






Kanae’s daughter had been kidnapped by one such evil magician and used in a
magical ritual. Fortunately Nana had swooped in to save her, but she was
rapidly being drained of her spiritual energy even now as a result of the ritual.
Her life was in danger as it was, so Nana had used magic to connect the girl with
her father. Since Kanae’s husband had a lot of spiritual energy himself, he could
use it to protect his daughter for the time being. It was only a temporary fix, but
it bought them some time. So Nana had teamed up with Kanae, and the two of
them were in the midst of tracking down the culprit. Their goal was to defeat
the evil magician and put a stop to the effects of the ritual, saving both Kanae’s
daughter and husband.

“Let’s hurry. Kanae-san, put away your bow. We’re moving out.”

“Okay. Where to next?”

“To the river up ahead. It’s faint, but the natural magic there is distorted.”
“Then let’s go back to the car. It’ll be faster that way.”

“Agreed.”

The pair nodded at each other and vanished into the darkness.

While Nana and Kanae’s hunt for the evil magician continued, the magician
had appeared somewhere neither of them would expect. The evil magician was
now in a country far beneath the surface of the earth.

“Certainly, the crest on that plate, though slightly distorted, is the same as the
one recorded in this old codex. They wouldn’t share such a similarity by
chance.”

“To be accurate, it’'s more likely the crest in the codex is what’s been
distorted. This stone plate was created at the same time as that book, and
stone keeps much better than paper and ink.”

“So the accuracy of our codex has deteriorated with time as it was handed
down over the generations... That certainly seems plausible.”

The evil magician Nana and Kanae were looking for was a woman in her late
teens or early twenties. She wore an indigo outfit and carried a large staff with



her. She was currently speaking to two men dressed in what resembled
traditional Japanese clothing. Their outfits were made of exquisite fabric and
thread, indicating that they were of a rather high status.

“The lost seventh tribe... To think they actually exist, and that they prosper
even now...”

“I have to say the surprise is mutual. To think I'd find a clue to the homelands
of legend in a place like this...”

The three of them were talking while comparing a stone plate and codex. The
woman had brought the plate, while the men had brought the codex. She had
come at their invitation so that they could talk about these artifacts.

They were currently in the mansion of Shijima Tayuma, one of the two men
standing with the woman. The Shijima family mansion had the design of an old
Japanese house, but it was beautifully maintained and indicated Tayuma’s high
social status. He was also attended by a man from a family that had served the
Shijimas for generations. This man, the one with Tayuma now, was the one who
had found the woman in indigo and brought her to him.

The Shijima family mansion was located inside a gigantic cave far underneath
Harukaze City. But it wasn’t the only building there. Making use of the vast
space, an entire city had been constructed in the cave. Its population was well
over ten thousand people, but that was quite small considering the scale of the
city. It had been several times that in the past, but the People of the Earth were
now in a state of decline.

Since ancient times, the People of the Earth had had technology far more
advanced than that of the surface, and they were very proud of their civilization
and their achievements. However, as the surface modernized, the technological
gap between the two cultures shrunk more and more. In the latter half of the
twentieth century, the two were almost indistinguishable. While the people on
the surface didn’t have anything that compared to spiritual energy devices,
when it came to general life and everyday conveniences, their technology was
about on par with that of the People of the Earth.

And with that hurdle cleared, the greatest divide between the two
civilizations was a matter of lifestyle rather than technology. The underground



dwellers were quite proud of their society, but it was lacking in culture
compared to the surface. They had been handing down the same stories,
clothes, and entertainment for generations, whereas Japan had blossomed into
a vibrant landscape of over a hundred million people. The People of the Earth
couldn’t help but be enamored with it once they were exposed to art and music
from the surface, which was quickly followed by entertainment like books,
movies, and even food. The final blow was perhaps the surface developing
broadcast technology.

Once the surface began broadcasting TV programs, everyone underground
wanted a TV too. And thanks to that, surface culture became much more
accessible to the People of the Earth. As a result, the people became even more
fascinated with it, and underground dwellers began leaving for the surface at an
explosive rate. In just a few decades, the population of the People of the Earth
actually living underground was reduced by more than half.

But on top of that, there was another contributing factor in the People of the
Earth’s decline. That was the exhaustion of resources. The People of the Earth
had historically dug into their surroundings to get what they needed to survive,
but when their population increased in the twentieth century, so did the
demand for resources. They had now exhausted what was available nearby, and
they were forced to tunnel farther and farther away to get the resources they
needed. It made things work for the time being, but those resources would one
day dry up too. It was only inevitable.

The future underground was as dark as the tunnels they had to dig.
Meanwhile, the future on the surface seemed as bright as the sun. And that was
inherently the problem.

It was clear that the People of the Earth would sooner or later meet their
demise. People’s response to that was divided. In the grand scheme of things, it
could be said that the People of the Earth all wanted the same thing: to move to
the surface. What they disagreed on was how to go about doing that. One side
wanted to make the move discreetly and peacefully, while the other side
wanted to invade the surface using military force to reclaim their former lands.

The faction that favored a nonviolent approach was led by the current
chieftain of the People of the Earth, Kurano Daiha. The surface’s prosperity and



the underground’s rapid decline was obvious, and they didn’t want to just sit
around and wait for the end. Rather, they want to slowly but steadily make the
move to the surface. Without the surface dwellers catching on, they would
work to expand their territory and eventually establish a city for the People of
the Earth. That was the ultimate goal of the conservative faction. They wanted
to migrate to the surface while maintaining a good relationship with the surface
dwellers.

That was in direct conflict with the views of the radical faction, led in part by
Shijima Tayuma, head of the Shijima family. They called for a military invasion
of the surface. To them, the People of the Earth were only living underground
because they had been chased there by the surface dwellers long ago. They felt
they had an ancestral claim to land on the surface, and taking what was
rightfully theirs back by force would only be fair.

Of course, it would normally be hard for a civilization of only ten thousand to
put up a fight against the surface, which would naturally have forces that far
outnumbered theirs. However, the People of the Earth had a massive
advantage when it came to technology. Weapons relying on spiritual energy
overwhelmingly outperformed anything the surface had access to. As long as
the People of the Earth could come up with a way to mass-produce their
spiritual energy weapons, that would be their ace in the hole. And that was the
radical faction’s goal. Unable to put their history and pride behind them, they
wanted to invade while their weaponry was still superior.

“She holds the power spoken of in our legends. And since she is
knowledgeable about the surface, she should be perfect to deal with Kurano’s
daughter.”

“I see... Yes, the forgotten tribe and their mystic arts... We won’t have to
worry about being suspected, and we won’t have to ask for help from any
surface dwellers either... Heh heh, | like it.”

Tayuma was a very prideful man. Because of that, he simply couldn’t stand
the conservative faction’s idea of kowtowing to the surface dwellers. And in
order to prevent their ideas from gaining any more traction, he was always
looking for ways to reduce the conservative faction’s influence. As such, his ears
immediately perked up when he received word that the Kurano family’s



daughter had gone up to the surface.

If the chief’s daughter was murdered by surface dwellers, the People of the
Earth would surely never forgive them. If that happened, the radical faction
would have an easier time rallying public opinion to their side. And to that end,
Tayuma was plotting to assassinate the chief’s daughter. However, Tayuma
couldn’t do it himself since the laws of the underground people prevented him
from going to the surface. Even if he made the proper arrangements for such a
trip, the timing would make it suspicious. That meant that he would have to
hire someone to do it for him, but the idea of asking a surface dweller for help
burned his pride. That was where the lost tribe talked about in the legends of
the People of the Earth came into play.

According to their lore, the People of the Earth were originally castaways who
had come from a distant land. Chased from their homeland, they had ended up
in ancient Japan. However, on the long journey there, the seventh tribe had
been separated from the rest. Now often known as the lost tribe, they were
said to have had mysterious powers. And now someone claiming to be from the
lost seventh tribe had appeared before Tayuma. It was the woman in indigo. As
an ancient ally, Tayuma felt no shame in asking her for help. And since most
believed that the seventh tribe was only a legend, no one would ever think to
suspect that one of them was the culprit. In other words, this woman was a
godsend to Tayuma.

“I have an interest in the new techniques that my comrades of the past have
developed. Let us combine our powers for the profit and prosperity of our
tribes.”

“For the tribe’s prosperity, you say? Ha, | like you already! Warrior of the lost
tribe, what is your name?”

“It’s Maya. In your style... my name as a warrior would be Dark Navy.”

The woman named Maya introduced herself as Dark Navy and gave Tayuma a
friendly smile. Contrary to her smile, however, there was scorn in her eyes.

What a prideful and simple man. All you have to do is stroke his ego. Well,
that’s all the better for me, but | don’t want to be dragged down with him if he
falls. It might be better to pull out once I’'ve completed my objective...



Maya’s real goal was obtaining the information and technology that the
People of the Earth held. She might be able to learn something from their
ancient codex that would give her and her allies an advantage in their battle.
And since Maya was a magician that specialized in mind manipulation, she was
extremely interested in the spiritual energy technology the People of the Earth
had developed. For example, she would love to get her hands on something like
a capacitor that could temporarily store a spirit’s power. That would be the first
step to turning magic into a practical weapon.

However, she knew the People of the Earth weren’t just going to hand over
their codex or their prized technology. Those were carefully guarded secrets
that were only shared with specific, high-ranking people.

That was why Maya had set her eyes on Tayuma. He was a genuine People of
the Earth supremacist, and he was easy to control. By catering to his pride, she
could easily get him to hand over what she wanted. The problem was that she
knew Tayuma’s position was uncertain. He really only had power as part of a
volatile faction. That was why Maya didn’t want to have any long-term
associations with him; she didn’t want to be on the hook when he finally went
down.

“So, who do | need to kill?”

With a serious expression, Maya urged Tayuma to get to the heart of the
matter. Regardless of her true intentions, she had to establish a good
relationship with him for the time being. To that end, she put on a friendly face
and offered to make herself useful.

“This girl. She is the Kurano family’s only child, and she’s gone up to the
surface for personal reasons all by her little self. There’s no one protecting her,
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so she should be easy to kil

Tayuma picked up a photo from his desk and handed it to Maya. It was of a
young girl with black hair. She was the daughter of Kurano Daiha, who was both
the leader of the conservative faction and the chieftain of the People of the
Earth.

“The daughter of the conservative faction’s leader, you say? Is the goal in
killing this cute little girl to sour feelings regarding the surface among the tribes



siding with the conservative faction?”
“Indeed, indigo warrior. That’s correct.”

“If the goal is to break down the conservative faction, it would be best if it
didn’t look like an accident, no? Do you have any requests for how the deed is
done?”

“I'll leave that to you. It seems you understand the subtleties of the situation,
so just do it in whatever fashion is easiest for you.”

Hearing Maya’s answer, Tayuma’s lips curled into a twisted grin. She clearly
understood the true nature of the plan, and Tayuma had no doubt that she
would succeed. It was an ugly thing to be happy about, and Tayuma’s sick smile
reflected that.

There were several potential methods to reduce the conservative faction’s
influence, but the death of one of their own at the hands of the surface
dwellers would produce the fastest results. It would be even more compelling if
the victim were a young girl. That’s why Tayuma didn’t want the chief’s
daughter to meet her end in an accident. He wanted to make it clear it was a
murder.

The ideal scenario would have been if the government on the surface had,
knowing she was from underground, tortured and killed her in an attempt to
extract information from her. Setting that up would be extremely difficult, but
as long as something along those lines happened, it would surely be enough to
shake up the conservative faction. With the support they had now, it seemed
their idea of peacefully building a base on the surface would soon become a
reality. But the heinous murder of the chief’s daughter would undoubtedly
cause a great deal of their supporters to reconsider the relationship they
wanted with the surface. Her assassination would be Tayuma’s key to turning
the tables on the conservatives.

“Very well. I'll handle it as | see fit.”
Maya began thinking about how to deal with her target.

Hmm... Maybe | should use this girl as a ritual sacrifice as well. As long as |
make it look like it was done by the police or the Self-Defense Forces... And if



that’s too hard, maybe I’ll pin it on some cult?

Maya herself wasn’t too fond of the act of murder. If she had to kill someone,
she at least wanted to make the most of their death. So she came up with the
idea of using her target as a catalyst for magic, or in other words, a sacrifice. In
short, this girl would meet the same fate as Kanae’s daughter.

Kanae’s daughter was still alive because Nana had saved her before the ritual
was complete. Normally, however, a sacrifice’s life force would be drained as
the ritual progressed. It would ultimately kill them, but it would leave no trace
of injury or harm. Maya would then just need to make it look like a murder, and
she could pin it on someone from the government or even a local cult. Either
one would be enough to make the People of the Earth wary.

Once she’d come up with a plan, Maya was satisfied and moved on to the
next topic.

“And will you accept my demands?”
Really, she was asking about her reward.

“Of course. | will prepare what you have asked for. Take a spiritual energy
capacitator with you as a down payment. | will prepare a transcript of the
codex, so come collect it when the job is finished. | will present you with the
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other spiritual energy equipment at that time as wel

What Maya wanted as compensation for her help in Tayuma’s scheme was a
sample of spiritual energy technology and a copy of the People of the Earth’s
ancient codex. Since Tayuma supported a military invasion, he was influential in
spiritual energy weapon research development. He was also capable of
acquiring surplus parts through illegal channels. He even had similar access to
the codex. And since Maya was from the lost tribe, their ancient allies, he had
no problem offering her either one.

“That’s good. In that case, I'll get to work right away.”
“Please do. | will await good news from you.”

And so both parties reached an agreement. Their end goals were completely
different, and each of them felt like they were really just using the other.
Despite that, both of them walked away from their arrangement with the same



dark smile on their face.



A Grown-Up Date

When Kii woke up, she rushed to the kitchen and launched headlong into
telling Koutarou, who was preparing breakfast, about what had happened the
previous night.

“Why were you asleep when mom came, Onii-chan? Jeez...”

“Sorry, I've been a bit tired recently.”

“When | told mom about you, she wanted to meet you, Onii-chan.”

“It’s a shame | was asleep. I'll make sure to say hi if she comes by again.”

“She can’t come often, but she said she would come again. So I’'m sure you'll
get to meet her.”

“I’'m a really heavy sleeper, so make sure you wake me up when she does,
okay?”

“Okay! I willl”

Kii believed that what had transpired in her dream was real. Of course,
Koutarou had no intention of correcting her. She would come to understand on
her own as she grew older.

This is like telling a kid that Santa Claus is real...

Sometimes it was just better to foster hope in a child rather than tell them
the truth. The truth at the wrong time could be crushing. Koutarou thought this
was one such instance, so he patiently listened to Kii’s story as if it were the
truth while he continued to fix breakfast.

“So what did you tell your mom about me?”
“I said you were good at cooking.”

“I’m not that good though.”

“You are. Kii knows. Heehee...”

Kii had been chatting away cheerfully ever since she came flying into the



kitchen. She was overjoyed that she’d gotten to see her mother, and she was
thrilled to have someone to talk to about it. She was glad that someone was
Koutarou, but she was also a little sad that she couldn’t tell her father. Her
complex emotions regarding her father were beginning to sort themselves out
after meeting with her mother.

“When | told her more things about you, she said that | should give you that.”
“What is ‘that’?”
“Eeheeheehee... It’s a secret!”

“Another one of those, huh? You sure have plenty of secrets.”
“Maybe. But I'll tell you everything eventually. Heehee...”

“Then I'll look forward to it.”

Kii was sitting on a chair in the kitchen with both of her elbows propped up on
the table. She stared at Koutarou as he went about his business in the kitchen,
her eyes bright with joy all the while. It seemed her dream had restored her
cheerful personality.

This is how children should be...

Even though she was sitting behind him and he couldn’t see her, the glee in
her voice and the energetic sound of her happily kicking her legs under the
table said enough. And thanks to her, Koutarou was also in a cheerful mood.

After a while, Koutarou finally finished cooking and began setting the
breakfast table. Still swinging her legs while waiting for food, Kii called out to
him.

“By the way, Onii-chan...”
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Koutarou stopped what he was doing and looked up at Kii. When he did, he
realized that something was different. Her cheeks were slightly flushed and her
smile was timid.

“Uh, um, you see...”



“Go on. You can tell me.”

Kii seemed to be hesitating, so Koutarou smiled and urged her on.

“Y-You see... If you're not too busy, um, would you go on a date with Kii?”
“A date?”

“Y-Yeah...”

Kii blushed even more and very shyly nodded.

Ah, so that’s what this is about...

Koutarou now realized why Kii was blushing. The word date was embarrassing
for her to say, but at the same time, she wanted to be able to use it. In other
words, though she was young, Kii was still a typical girl.

“You see, | made a promise with mom! | promised that | would go see the
Kabutonga movie and tell her about it! S-So, um...”

Kii hurriedly tried to explain herself. Koutarou found her unusually flustered
appearance to be quite heartwarming

“But... if Onii-chan is too busy, that’s okay...”

As she was reaching the end of her explanation, she lost momentum but
looked up at Koutarou with longing eyes. Seeing her like that, he realized
something else.

| see... Not only was that hard to say for her, she’s worried about bothering
me...

Yesterday, Kii had been so preoccupied with her feelings for her parents that
she hadn’t even considered that she might be causing trouble for Koutarou.
However, after getting to see her mother and having the night to settle down,
that was quickly changing. She’d started to think about Koutarou and his needs,
and she didn’t want to cause any problems for him. That’s why she’d said what
she had. Realizing that, Koutarou nodded.

“All right, then let’s go on a date.”
“Really?! Are you sure?!”

Upon hearing Koutarou’s answer, Kii’s expression instantly lit up with a bright,



childish smile.
That’s it. A good girl like you should always get to smile like that, Kii-chan...

He had already promised to take her to the movie, so he had no reason to
refuse. On top of that, he wanted to do anything he could for her right now.
People were naturally more inclined to spoil considerate children than selfish
ones.

“It’s fine. But | have something to do today, so | hope tomorrow is good
enough.”

Today, Koutarou had to go pawn the platinum he had gotten from Clan, and
then use that cash to buy food and some miscellaneous goods. Since Clan
couldn’t leave the laboratory, the shopping fell on him.

“Then | will help you!”

Kii happily offered her assistance. The way she saw it, it was only fair that
they work today if they were going to play tomorrow.

“Thank you, Kii-chan.”

In reality, there wasn’t a lot that Kii could help with. But since Koutarou
believed that her willingness to help was worth rewarding, he honestly thanked
her and patted her head.
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“Heehee, all right! Tomorrow’s a date

“You can call it a date if you want, but | don’t have a lot of experience with
going out to play with girls, so don’t get your hopes up.”

“Eeheeheehee, it doesn’t have to be a grown-up date! The things | like are all
things you wouldn’t do on a grown-up date anyway.”

Unlike his best friend, Kenji, Koutarou had almost no experience going on
dates with girls. That’s why he was a little worried this date wouldn’t be exactly
what Kii had in mind. However, Kii made it clear she wasn’t expecting a so
called grown-up date. Though she’d used the word “date,” she was fine with
something like going to play at the park or going out for ice cream.

“Well, if that’s what you want, you can leave it to me.”



“All that matters is that Kii and Onii-chan have fun together.”
“That’s... actually a pretty grown-up thing to say.”

Koutarou reached out and patted Kii’s head again. She happily smiled in
response.

“So it is a grown-up date then?”
“It’s really an attitude thing.”

The two laughed together, and that was how Koutarou ended up promising to
go on a date with Kii.

After exchanging the platinum for money at a pawn shop, Koutarou and Kii
went shopping. Between food and other sundries, Koutarou actually had quite a
long list of things he needed to get. After the next time freeze, Koutarou would
be getting off the Cradle, but Clan would remain. And since she was occupied,
he had to make preparations for her. He also believed it was best to stock up on
supplies just in case something happened in the meantime. His battlefield
experience in Forthorthe had taught him to take such precautions.

For their shopping, Koutarou and Kii visited large supermarkets and
department stores. They bought enough supplies to fill an entire shopping cart
plus three cardboard boxes, so it was quite a bit of work to carry it all around.
Thanks to that, by the time they were actually done with the shopping, both
Koutarou and Kii were exhausted.

“Good work.”
“Phew... We really bought a lot...”

They sat down on a park bench to take a break before pushing the heavy cart
the rest of the way to the Cradle. It was an even more daunting task considering
the Cradle was parked halfway up a mountain. Getting the cart there wouldn’t
be easy, which is why they’d decided to take a breather first.

“Here, Kii-chan. You can open it now.”
“Really?!”

Koutarou pulled out a bag of candy from the cart and handed it to Kii. She



happily accepted it with a big smile on her face. Koutarou watched her out of
the corner of his eye while he dug around in a bag and pulled out two plastic
bottles so they would have something to drink.

“I hope it’s a good one...”

Kii carefully opened up the candy. It had a special Kabutonga-themed
package, and it came with a trading card inside featuring a random character.
When Koutarou saw Kii staring at it in the store, he’d picked it up for her.

“Aww, it was just Scarab King...”

After a quick glance at the trading card, Kii’s shoulders drooped. She’d gotten
a card featuring one of the show’s villains, complete with a dark background
and everything. Kii had wanted Kabutonga, or at least another hero if she
couldn’t have him. She’d gotten her hopes up, so she was visibly disappointed
at this result. Seeing her like that, Koutarou felt badly for her.

“Let’s get another one on our way back.”

He offered to buy her another one so she could try again as he handed her
one of the juice bottles. He still had plenty of money from exchanging the
platinum, so he could afford to splurge some on candy. He also knew there was
a convenience store on the way back where they could stop to get more.

“No, that’s okay. | couldn’t eat all that candy.”

Kii’s smile returned as she stuck a piece of candy in her mouth. She clearly
liked it, but she was right. A tiny girl like her couldn’t finish two or three
packages of it. She was disappointed about the card, but she made the adult
decision to endure it.

She should just be more childish when it comes to things like this...

Kii was never very selfish, and that made Koutarou want to do something
special for her. Simply put, he wanted to see her happy.

Huh? Now that | think about it, this card...

Looking at the card together with Kii, Koutarou realized he’d seen something
similar before. The colors weren’t the same, but he’d seen the same style of
illustration and card design somewhere.



“Of course!”

“What is it, Onii-chan?”

“Hang on a sec, Kii-chan. | have something nice to show you.”
Koutarou smiled at Kii and reached into his breast pocket.
“What?”

“Here, look.”

Koutarou pulled out something to show it to Kii.

“It’s Kabutongal!”

When she saw it, Kii’s eyes shot wide open. Reflected in her eyes was a
trading card depicting her beloved Kabutonga. And it wasn’t just any card. It
was a rare card with a metallic foil sheen.

“Wow, how did you get this?!”
“I got it a while back.”

It was the card Koutarou had used as a bookmark in his play scripts. It was
actually a recreation of the cards available from this year, handed out as a
promotion for the reshowing of the Kabutonga movie. As such, it had a
matching design to the card in Kii’s hands now.

“Ill give it to you, Kii-chan.”
“Really?! It’s a sparkly card, you know?!”
“Yeah. You wanted one, right?”

Koutarou was planning on giving the card to Kii. He hadn’t been able to throw
it away because of how it had come into his possession, but he had no problem
handing it over to someone who wanted it so badly.

“Yes! Thank you, Onii-chan!”

Kii took the card from Koutarou and held it above her head with both hands.
It almost looked like she was trying to use the sun to see through it, but the
thick card wouldn’t let any light pass. It was simply an expression of her joy.

“All right! It’s a sparkly Kabutonga!”



“Take good care of it, okay?”
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“Yeah, of course

It was actually something he’d gotten as a promotional item when he went to
see the movie ten years in the future. Everyone else who’d seen the movie had
the same card, but he didn’t see any reason to tell her that. Just like with Santa
Claus, sometimes there was no reason to tell the truth.

That’s right. We can probably see the movie at the theater in the amusement
park.

Thanks to the card, Koutarou remembered there was a theater there. He was
planning on taking Kii to visit the amusement park as part of their date the next
day, so he figured they might as well catch the movie there.

“Heehee, I'll make sure to write my name on it later!”

Kii was in her own little world as she admired the card. The sight of Kii in such
a childlike state pleased Koutarou.

I’ll check it out when we get to the amusement park tomorrow.

That’s what he quietly decided as he watched over Kii in high spirits.

Before now, Koutarou had only ever been on one outing that might qualify as
a date. Using that as reference, he planned his day out with Kii. In the morning
they would take a stroll through the forest park, and after eating lunch at a
restaurant near the station, they would take the train to the zoo and the
amusement park in the afternoon.

And just like Koutarou had hoped, the Kabutonga movie was showing at the
theater in the amusement park. Though it had limited seating capacity since it
was part of the park, it always carried promotional goods for whatever film it
was screening. Koutarou knew it would be filled with stuff Kii would love.

“Wow... amazing...”

As soon as Kii entered the theater, she was completely awestruck with the
sights in front of her. There was so much to take in and she didn’t want to miss
any of it, from the big poster for the movie to information on the promotional



goods and more.
“Sorry for keeping you waiting, Kii-chan. Here’s a pamphlet.”
“Thank you, Onii-chan!”

However, her interest soon switched over to the ticket and pamphlet that
Koutarou had bought for her. The pamphlet was exclusive to the amusement
park, and the deluxe edition even had a small bonus figurine attached to it.

“All right!”

After receiving the pamphlet from Koutarou, Kii flipped through the pages
wide-eyed.

“You’'re better off not reading that until after the movie.”
“Huh? Why?”

Hearing Koutarou’s warning, Kii stopped flipping through the pages. While
smiling at her, he pointed at the pamphlet.

“It spoils part of the story, so if you read that first, you won’t enjoy the movie
as much.”

“Oh, | see! Then I'll look at it later!”
Kii shut the pamphlet without hesitation and flashed a bright smile.
“Eeheeheehee!”

After Koutarou patted her on the head, she began intensely staring at the
figure she’d gotten.

“Do you like it?”
“Yeah!”

Kii was in an especially good mood today. She’d experienced all kinds of new
things, and now she was finally about to get to watch the movie she’d been
dying to see. But what made her happiest of all was that someone was spending
all this time together with her. And not just anyone. Someone she adored and
someone who understood her. Koutarou’s company made everything ten times
better.



Everyone should just come up here and make friends with the people. Just like
| did with Onii-chan...

Recently, the adults around Kii had been talking about complicated things.
They were arguing about whether or not they should get along with the people
on the surface. It was more complicated than that, but the details of the
situation were too much for a six year old to follow. And now that she’d come
to the surface for herself, she had her own opinion on the matter. Being friends
with Koutarou was fun. She didn’t see why the adults were arguing about
making friends like that.

Kabutonga says so too. Bravery is born from people supporting each other.
When | grow up, I'll support Onii-chan!

Special feelings began budding in her small chest. It was something that she’d
been dwelling on since the previous day. Koutarou had been so nice to her even
though she was a complete stranger, but was it really okay just to rely on him
like that? If what Kabutonga said was true, Kii wanted to do something for
Koutarou too. Those were the thoughts racing through her mind.

But even then, Kii had a grasp of her own immaturity. She knew the position
she was in. She was still a child and didn’t have the power to support Koutarou.
And so she began praying that she would become the kind of adult that could
take care of him someday. In other words, young Kii had fallen in love. She
wouldn’t realize it until she was older, but Koutarou would be her first love.

After the movie was over, Kii and Koutarou took to riding the attractions in
the amusement park. Since it was almost evening, Koutarou was worried about
wearing Kii out, but his fears were unfounded. The movie had gotten her
pumped up, and she was still full of energy even now.

“Wow...”

Up close, the ferris wheel was a staggering height to a six year old girl. It
looked almost as if it touched the sky, and Kii stared up at it in awe.

“Kii-chan?”

Koutarou called for Kii when it was their turn to get on. The attendant opened



the door to the gondola for them. Since they were waiting on Kii, both Koutarou
and the attendant had wry smiles on their faces.

l”

“Sorry, I’'m coming

Finally snapping back to reality after hearing Koutarou call her name, Kii ran
towards him. When she caught up to him, she firmly grabbed hold of his hand.

“Here we go!”

Even though they were together now, she didn’t slow down. Still holding on
to his hand, she leaped into the gondola.

“That’s dangerous.”
“Heehee, sorry.”

As if pulled in by Kii, Koutarou followed her in. Though he’d scolded her and
she’d apologized, she was still beaming like she wasn’t the slightest bit sorry.
Meanwhile, the door closed and the gondola slowly rose into the air without
making a sound.

“If you do it again, I'll have to punish you.”

“Eeheehee, it will be fine. Kii will probably be more adult when we meet
again.”

IIHuh?H

“I got to see mom, and | got to see the movie. Since | promised, | better go
home soon.”

“| see, that’s true...”

Koutarou had almost forgotten, but Kii had run away from home. He’d even
gone to go see the movie with her because that was part of the condition for
her going home.

“But | think everyone is going to be mad at Kii. So... | don’t think I'll be able to
see you for a while, Onii-chan.”

Kii was aware that what she’d done was going to cause trouble, and she knew
that would make it harder to return to the surface in the future. That’s why she
was doing her best to enjoy today.



“That’s very good. I’'m glad you’ve made up your mind.”

Realizing Kii knew what she was doing, Koutarou stopped scolding her. She
was too clever for a six year old.

“I heard on the TV that travelling on your own makes you grow up faster.”
“Haha, you’re not on your own though.”
“Yeah. | was only alone for a little while. Heehee...”

She’d met Koutarou just a few hours after running away from home, and this
was their third day together. In those few short days, however, she’d matured
and even fallen in love. She would treasure them for the rest of her life.
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“All right! With that said, let’s make sure we play our hearts out today

“Yeah!”

Kii would go home and Koutarou would go to sleep for ten years. Though sad,
they would likely never met again. Knowing that, Koutarou didn’t see the harm
in them having as much fun as possible on their last day together.

“Kii-chan, what do you want to ride next?”
“Um...”

The gondola they were in was just about to reach the top. The light of the
setting sun illuminated Kii’s face as she peered out the window.

Ah...

Seeing her gentle smile like this, Koutarou was subtly reminded of someone
else from a different time...

“I've decided! Onii-chan, let’s ride on that next!”

However, as soon as Kii excitedly shouted and pointed out the window, the
similarity seemed to vanish. Koutarou was left unsure he’d even seen it in the
first place.

“That thing spinning round and round and zooming by!”
“The roller coaster, huh? That sounds good. Let’s ride that next.”

But Koutarou didn’t let it bother him. Rather than spending his time trying to



figure out who Kii reminded him of, he wanted to spend his time focusing on
her.

After getting off the Ferris wheel, they walked side by side towards the roller
coaster. With the setting sun hanging over their shoulders, they cast one long
shadow together. Everything else was bathed in the red glow of the evening sun
almost like it had been kissed with fire.

“Hey, Onii-chan.”

Kii reached her hand out to Koutarou. Realizing what she wanted, he reached
his hand out for hers in return.

“Heeheehee.”

Kii took Koutarou’s hand and wrapped her fingers around it just like he did
hers. Now holding hands, they continued towards the roller coaster.

“You know, Onii-chan...”

As Kii started to speak, she gave Koutarou’s hand a firm squeeze. Because of
that, Koutarou knew what she was about to say was important.

“When | go home, I’'m going to apologize to dad.”
“Oh yeah?”

Kii had run away from home because she’d had a fight with her father, so he
was curious what had made her change her mind about him.

“I actually shouldn’t have run away from home... Instead, | think that | should
have held hands with dad like this.”

”

“Hmm...

Rather than telling her she was right or wrong, Koutarou simply squeezed Kii’s
hand back. He felt like that would be the best way to convey his feelings.

“Also, | think I've made him worry. That’s why I’'m going to apologize.”

“That’s good. I’'m sure he’ll be really mad at first, but you should get along
with your dad.”

“Yeah.” Kii nodded and smiled. She was happy that Koutarou understood.
“But | think it’s also a good thing that | ran away from home too.”



“No, it’s not good.”
“No, | know it’s not good, but, | mean...”

Kii pursed her lips together and pensively put her hand to her cheek.
However, her smile quickly returned.

“But | became friends with Onii-chan, right? That’s not a bad thing.”
“It’s true we probably wouldn’t have met if you hadn’t run away from home.”

Koutarou laughed and shrugged at the same time. When he first met Kii, he
had been worried about what would happen, but things seemed to have
worked out just fine. They’d made friends, the police hadn’t gotten involved,
and now she was going to go back home. Like Kii said, it wasn’t a bad outcome.

“Right?”

“Still, overall, I'd have to say it wasn’t a good thing.”
“You’re strict.”

“That’s what the adult world is like.”

“I think you’re still a kid too, Onii-chan.”

“Okay, fine. We'll just say it wasn’t a bad thing then.”
“Ahahahal”

They were still laughing as they approached the entrance to the roller coaster.
Just as they reached it, a car flew by them on the track. The highest point of the
coaster stood seventy meters tall, meaning a sixty-five meter fall back down. At
this point in time, it was the tallest ride like it in the country, and it was well
known for its speed too.

“Amazing...”

Seeing the car whiz past, Kii’s eyes went wide. The roller coaster left a
completely different impression on her than the ferris wheel.

“Are you scared?”
“Nope! | wanna ride it!”

However, Kii’s eyes had apparently gone wide out of fascination rather than



fear. Seeing just how fast it could go, she was even more interested in it than
before.
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“Let’s go

Her eyes were sparkling as she excitedly grabbed Koutarou and passed
through the entrance to the roller coaster. Since it was a new ride and had a
reputation as the tallest coaster in the country, it always had a long line on the
weekends. Fortunately, that wasn’t the case on weekdays like today and they
didn’t have to wait long.

“Excuse me, you two.”

Before they reached the terminal, however, they were stopped by an
attendant.

“Yes, what is it?”

“I’'m very sorry, but I’'m afraid this young lady can’t get on the ride.”
The attendant indicated Kii while speaking to Koutarou.

“Whaaat?! Why not?!”

Of course, being told that she wasn’t allowed to ride all of a sudden just
wasn’t something Kii could accept. She walked right up to the attendant and
protested with exaggerated gestures.

“Kii won’t do anything dangerous! I'll sit still in the ride, okay?!”
“N-No, you didn’t do anything wrong. But you see...”

Under the pressure of Kii’s protest, the attendant pointed to a nearby
signboard.

“In order to be safe on the ride, you have to be a little bit bigger. If you were
to ride on the roller coaster now, something dangerous might happen, and we
don’t want that.”

Clearly written on the sign the attendant had indicated were the words: “You
must be at least 140 centimeters to ride this attraction.” Kii had only recently
grown past the 110 centimeter mark, meaning she was almost a whole thirty
centimeters short of the requisite height.



The roller coaster was equipped with a safety bar that lowered down on the
passengers to secure them in place. Kii, however, was short enough that the
safety bar wouldn’t reach down far enough to protect her. With the gap
between her and the bar, there was a high chance she would be thrown from
the ride during curves or freefalls. As a safety precaution, the attendant simply
couldn’t allow her to get on.

“I am truly sorry, but would you consider choosing another ride instead?”

“N-No way...”

Kii’s shoulders drooped, but she understood the reason she couldn’t ride the
roller coaster and didn’t complain any more. She’d gotten her hopes up
enough, however, that the overwhelming disappointment drove her to the
verge of tears.






“I can’t grow big all of a sudden!”

“That’s too bad.”

“Aaauuuuugh!”

“I’m so sorry, but you can look forward to it when you get a little older.”

They parted ways with the attendant and returned down the path towards
the entrance of the ride. As they passed by the other people waiting in line for
the ride, Kii looked up at them with envy.

How do | put it? It’s like...

Koutarou felt badly for Kii, but seeing her so worked up over it was also
strangely heartwarming. It was a complex emotion. He’d wanted her to be able
to ride the roller coaster, but seeing her now, he felt nostalgic.

“It’s unfair that grown-ups get to have all the fun... jeez...”

That was a sentiment Koutarou understood well enough. When he was
young, he’d often felt the same way. Looking at Kii going through it now, he
almost felt like he was looking back on himself from long ago. So even though
he felt for her, he couldn’t help but smile.

“You’ll become a grown-up soon too.”

“But | wanted to ride it today,” Kii said as she squeezed on Koutarou’s hand.
“Together with you, Onii-chan...”

Kii was still looking up at the roller coaster and its cars of happy people
enjoying themselves. She wanted a memory like that with Koutarou because
she knew they would likely never be able to come here together again.

Jeez... She really is such a good girl...

When Koutarou got a better idea of what was going through her head, he
could feel it tugging at his heartstrings. He knew he wanted to see her smile
again.

“Then let’s ride something that we can only ride today.”

Fortunately, he managed to think of something right away. This was an
amusement park, so there should be plenty of ways to make her smile.



“Only today?”
“Yeah. Something like that.”

When Kii, still on the verge of tears, looked up at Koutarou, he was pointing at
something. Following his finger with her eyes, she spotted a large merry-go-
round.

“What?”

When Kii saw the merry-go-round, she rubbed her eyes and tilted her head in
confusion. It didn’t look like something that they could only ride today to her.

“If ’'m not with a small girl like you, it’s far too embarrassing for a guy like me
to get on.”

llAh !II

Kii suddenly understood. The merry-go-round was full of children and their
parents. There were also young couples riding it, but the men all looked
uncomfortable. In the end, it seemed what Koutarou said was true; it would be
hard to get on without a child as an excuse.

“Onii-chan, you want to ride something like that?”

A slight smile appeared on Kii’s lips. Seeing that, Koutarou nodded
emphatically and flashed a mischievous smile.

“Yeah. Is that okay?”
“Of course it’s okay!”

After nodding her head too, Kii finally smiled brightly again. The look in her
eyes then turned gentle.

“Say... you're just enduring the embarrassment for Kii’s sake, aren’t you?”
“No, | want to ride it for myself. Isn’t that horse cool?”
“Hmm. Then I'll leave it at that.”

Kii understood what Koutarou was really doing. She was a clever child after
all.

“Despite my looks, I’'m confident in my horseback riding.”



III

“Then let’s ride it together

And that was why Kii didn’t mind if she was riding the merry-go-round. What
she was after wasn’t riding the roller coaster so much as it was making
memories with Koutarou.

After playing in the amusement park until the sun set, Koutarou and Kii
headed back to the Cradle. They took a train to the edge of the city. From there,
it only would only take about thirty minutes to reach the Cradle from the
station by foot.

“We’re back...”

Holding hands with Koutarou, Kii looked at the mountain growing larger in
front of her. Koutarou had kept his promise, so now it was her turn to hold up
her end of the bargain. It was finally time for her to return home.

“I was never planning on going back...”

“That’s just how it is. You don’t run away from home for long. You’re usually
ready to go back after growing up a little.”

Excluding special cases involving things like abuse, children usually only ever
ran away out of immaturity. Going back home was inevitably the natural result
of maturing enough to see that.

And that’s exactly what had happened in Kii’s case. She had run away because
of the friction between her and her father after her mother’s death. After
getting some breathing room and calming down, however, she realized the
error of her ways and was able to forgive her father. She understood that she
wasn’t the only one grieving. Her father was suffering too. In the end, running
away from home had helped her grow up considerably over the course of a few
days.

“I’m sorry for causing you all this trouble, Onii-chan...”
“No, it’s okay. | think meeting you was a good thing.”

Deep down, Koutarou was truly happy they’d met. Kii was a sweet, gentle girl.
Though she’d thrown him for a loop and been something of a pain at first, he



was now glad they’d become friends.

After all, if she hadn’t met Koutarou, what would have happened to Kii?
Would she have wandered the city on her own? What then? Thinking about it
like that, Koutarou was especially happy they’d run into each other. Her running
away from home still wasn’t a good thing, but she’d lucked out in finding him.

Besides... there’s just something about her...

Koutarou had gotten a strange sense of deja vu several times after meeting
Kii. She reminded him of someone. He’d felt something similar a couple of times
back in Forthorthe, but this was even more vivid than that.

“Oh, and thank you for the card.”

Kii pulled out the metallic card and showed it to Koutarou.

!”

“I made sure to write my name on it so | wouldn’t lose it. Look

She’d written big letters across the front of the card in permanent marker. It
was supposed to be her name, but in her childish handwriting, it mostly looked
like scribbles.

“Ah...”
Another wave of deja vu came over Koutarou.
What? Impossible... I've... I've seen this before!

Koutarou had seen a card like this in the past, complete with scribbling on it.
The one he’d seen, however, had lost most of its sheen. It looked like this one,
but about ten years older.

Then, this girl is... No, wait... Can coincidences like that really happen?!
Doesn’t the handwriting just look similar?

Koutarou was getting confused. If what his gut was telling him was true, it
would indeed be a rather remarkable coincidence. Compared to that, it seemed
much more likely that the handwriting just happened to be similar.

“Kii-chan, could your name be...”

To figure it out, all Koutarou had to do was ask Kii’s real name. That would
clear things up. If Kii was just a nickname for something else, then...



“Is your real name actually Kiri—"

However, just as Koutarou was about to ask, a video billboard that had been
installed on the exterior of a nearby building caught his eye.

“The time is now 6:06 PM. Here’s the weather report for today, the sixteenth
of April. Skies will be clear over the entirety of Harukaze City—"

The moment Koutarou saw that large billboard, his mind was completely
overtaken by a singular thought: the date. Any and everything else no longer
seemed important.

“I-lmpossible. It’s April 16th, 1999?!”
“What’s wrong, Onii-chan?”

Realizing the change that had come over Koutarou, Kii looked at him
worriedly. Seeing his pale face, she squeezed his hand.

“That means the accident happens today! And in less than an hour!”
“Onii-chan, what are you talking about?!”

Kii didn’t know what was going on, but based on the way Koutarou was
acting, she could tell it was serious.
“My mom is going to die!”

On April 16th, 1999, Koutarou’s mother died in an accident. It happened,
rather, it would happen at 7 PM. In less than an hour’s time, his life would
change forever.



The Heart’s Balance

Very soon, Koutarou’s mother would die. When that realization set in on him,
he froze in place.

What should | do?!

Over the past three days, Koutarou had secretly been thinking about whether
or not he should break the rules and step in to save his mother. If he did, he and
Clan wouldn’t be able to return to their own world. In that case, Koutarou
would have brought it upon himself, but the same couldn’t be said for Clan. Had
this been Forthorthe, she wouldn’t have minded. Since Clan was royalty, she
had a certain duty to protect the lives of her citizens. However, Clan had
nothing to do with the people on Earth, and Koutarou had no right to force her
hand in getting her involved. On top of that, Koutarou had made a promise with
the invading girls as well as an oath to himself. But even so, he was having a
hard time accepting the burden of just letting his own mother die.

Though unable to decide, he knew the time would come eventually that he
had to make a choice. He hadn’t expected it to come so suddenly, but now
there was no time to hesitate. In less than an hour, Koutarou’s mother would
die. If he was going to do something, it had to be now.

But despite knowing that, Koutarou couldn’t move.

If he acted, he would be sacrificing Clan’s happiness for his. He would basically
be trading his mother’s life for Clan’s future. Even if he meant well, could that
ever be forgiven? And what about the promise and oath he had left ten years in
the future? That was why he’d fought so desperately to return home in the first
place. That said, could he just abandon someone he loved to such a terrible
fate? Could he ever be forgiven for that either, especially when it was his own
mother?

Those were the questions that besieged Koutarou now, and there was no way



he could come up with answers in just a few minutes. Especially when the lives
of his family and friends were at stake. The scales in Koutarou’s heart were
perfectly balanced. Neither choice was one he wanted to make because he
didn’t want to lose any of the people that were precious to him. It was an
impossible dilemma that left him paralyzed by indecision.

“Let’s hurry up and save her, Onii-chan!”

But Kii didn’t see it that way. Kii had just lost her own mother, and she didn’t
want him to have to go through the same thing. And so she desperately
pleaded for him to save his mother.

“It’s your mom! You can’t just let it happen!”

“But if | do that, something dangerous will happen to my friend! There will be
people | can never see again!”

“But you still have to go! If you don’t, your friend will be sad too! They’ll think
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they killed Onii-chan’s mom

If Koutarou didn’t save his mother, Clan would probably feel bad about it. She
would think it was her fault Koutarou hadn’t gone to save her. That would
weigh on her, and in Koutarou’s heart of hearts, he knew the same would hold
true for the other invaders. Would that really be the right choice then?

Kii didn’t know who Koutarou’s friend was, but if he didn’t save his mother,
she knew how this friend would feel because it was the same way she would
feel.

“Let’s save your mom and apologize to your friend! After that, you can just
protect your friend so that nothing dangerous happens to them! That’s for the
best!”

“Kii-chan...”

Koutarou was at a standstill, but Kii was pushing him forward with all of her
heart. And for each push she gave him, some of that emotional momentum was
transferred to him. In the end, she tipped the scales in his heart.

“I got it. Thank you, Kii-chan.”

Koutarou made up his mind. There was no path that wouldn’t end with



regret. But knowing that, he would just take responsibility for what he’d done.
With Kii’s encouragement, he steeled his resolve.

“Let’s go save my mom. I'll apologize to my friends later.”

With those words, Koutarou’s thoughts turned to his friends who weren’t
present.

Sorry, everyone... It doesn’t look like | can fulfill our promise after all...

Koutarou had promised the invaders that they would make the play a success.
He’d also made an oath to himself that he would help resolve each of their
problems. But now that he had decided to save his mother, he was about to
lose his chance to return to the future where he could do that. A pang of guilt
struck his heart.

| am very sorry, Your Majesty... | even turned your offer down...

Alaia had wanted Koutarou to remain in Forthorthe, but he had turned her
down on the basis that he had promises to fulfill back home. But here he was,
about to abandon those promises. It made him feel like he was betraying Alaia.

And Clan, I’m sorry for getting you involved in this. I'll protect you... so please
forgive me...

They had started as enemies, but now they were friends. To Koutarou, Clan
had become as precious to him as the invading girls. He understood that he was
about to decide her future for her, so he resolved to protect her to try to make
up for it. That would become his new oath.

After thinking through everything, Koutarou decided to go save his mother.
He believed it was the right thing to do, but he knew what it would cost. This
wasn’t like when the village’s water supply had been poisoned during the
harvest festival. This time, history would almost certainly change.

But even then, Koutarou simply couldn’t look away knowing what was about
to happen. He couldn’t just let his mother die without even trying to save her.
There was no virtue in that. It wouldn’t be the knightly thing to do, and if
anything, that was Koutarou’s weakness.

“That’s right! That’s the way, Onii-chan!”



Kii smiled as she cheered for Koutarou. She was happy to be of help to him
and repay the kindness he’d shown her, even if it was only a little.

“You don’t have to do everything yourself! You can make mistakes! You’re not
Kabutonga, Onii-chan!”

Kii knew that Koutarou was just a normal teenager. That he wasn’t a
superhero that could tackle anything. And it was thanks to her being there—
thanks to her understanding that struggle—that he was finally able to make up
his mind and act. Regardless of what happened next, it would be far better than
if he’d stood still and done nothing. Essentially, Kii had saved him. In her own
way, this young but gentle girl had become special to Koutarou, much like the
invaders and Clan.

Koutarou clearly remembered the site of his mother’s accident. He was there
when it happened, and after the accident, he and his father had visited the
place several times. He knew it well enough that he could figure out the fastest
way to get there.

“I am sorry, Veltlion. My calculations used the Forthorthian calendar, so it
didn’t properly translate to this world’s date system. | should have double
checked it.”

“So that’s why...”

On his way to the site of the accident, Koutarou had used his bracelet to get in
touch with Clan. According to her original estimation, the accident wasn’t
supposed to take place for another month, so Koutarou wanted to know what
had gone wrong.

As it turned out, Clan had used the clock on board the Cradle and Forthorthe’s
calendar for her calculations. Though they were now based off of the vibration
frequency of gravitons, they originally used Forthorthe’s revolutions and
rotations as the standards of measuring time.

Forthorthe had roughly the same size and mass as Earth, and it was about as
far away from its star as Earth was from the sun. Because of that, their cycles of
revolution and rotation were extremely similar, but they still weren’t identical.
That created a margin of error when substituting one clock for another. It



wasn’t enough to affect minor calculations, but when it came to calculating the
passage of nearly two thousand years, it added up to a difference of about forty
days. In the end, there wasn’t anything wrong with Clan’s math, she’d simply
used the wrong calendar.

“I understand. Clan, I’'m going to save my mom.”
“Do as you please.”

“I’'m sorry for getting you involved in this. I'll properly take responsibility for
it.”

“I can’t say | feel bad hearing that from a legendary knight.”
“Thank you, Clan.”
“Heh, just make sure you do things right.”

In the end, Clan didn’t so much as criticize Koutarou for his decision. Rather,
she was smiling as she ended the call. She had suspected that this might happen
from the very start, and she honestly thought it was for the best. She felt
exactly the way Kii had predicted she would.

I’m really sorry, and thank you, Clan...

Koutarou thanked Clan as the call ended. Kii, who was running alongside
Koutarou, had been waiting for him to finish up before she called out to him
again.

“O-Onii-chan, don’t worry about me! G-Go on ahead!”

Right now, Koutarou was matching Kii’s speed as he ran. She knew that she
was slowing him down, and she knew that the consequences would be dire if he
didn’t make it in time. As such, she urged him to leave her behind

“No, it’s fine.”
However, Koutarou only shook his head and spoke to Kii in a calm fashion.

“We’ll have enough time if we keep going at this pace. It’s not that far from
here.”

“R-Really?”

Relieved, Kii’s expression eased up a little. Koutarou had no trouble running at



their current speed, but the same wasn’t true for Kii. She was too out of breath
to even manage a smile for him.

“We could even stop for a moment on our way there.”
“Hahh... I-I'll do my best so we won’t have to do that, Onii-chan!”

Kii was exhausted after having spent the entire day playing. But knowing that
Koutarou’s mother was in danger, she still did her best to be of help. And
Koutarou was honestly grateful for her. Right now, he felt much better to have
her with him than he would have if he’d left her behind.

“Kii-chan, we’re turning at the next corner.”
”Okay!”

Koutarou ran a little ahead now and guided Kii as they went. They were about
to leave the main street and enter an alley. It would make for a shortcut to their
destination, and it would be easier to run with less people around. Since it was
6 PM on a weekday, the main drag was packed with people trying to get home.

“Once we get through here, we’ll be right next to it!”
“Just a little more!”

Entering the alley, Koutarou slowed down to match Kii’s pace again. It was
basically a straight shot from where they were now, so there was no longer a
need to lead the way. Instead, he ran beside her as they made their way down
the dimly lit alley.

“ . Hmm?”

Once Kii and Koutarou had made it about hallway down the alley, several men
and women appeared in front of them. They were headed towards Koutarou
and Kii, so the distance between them closed quickly.

What’s with these people...?

Normally, Koutarou would have just assumed they were passersby using the
alley too, but their clothes, genders, and ages were all over the place. They had
nothing in common. Moreover, he could sense something abnormal about their
presence. The intuition he had nurtured on the battlefield was warning him.
Abiding that warning, he took a closer look at the group and realized several



things seemed strange about them.

Their expressions were feeble and pale. Not only that, but their steps were
awkward. They were walking like puppets with their strings cut. Concerned,
Koutarou used the spirit sight that he had gotten from Sanae to take a look at
him. To his surprise, the flow of their auras was oddly distorted. From their
necks up, their auras weren’t properly cooperating with the rest of their bodies.

“Kii-chan, stop!”

Koutarou slowed down and grabbed Kii’s arm to keep her from going any
farther. He then glared down the alley at the strange crowd of people.

Could it be that these people are...

Koutarou unconsciously clenched his right hand hard. He had seen auras
distorted like this before. His friend, the Fire Dragon Emperor Alunaya, had
been in a similar state while he was being controlled by the evil magicians. At
the time, Koutarou hadn’t known what dragons’ auras normally looked like, so
he hadn’t paid much attention to it, but thinking back to it now, it made sense.

But now that he was back in modern Japan, it was hard to believe that these
people were actually being controlled by magic. He had to consider that they
might be under the influence of drugs, machines, hypnosis, or something like
that. Whatever it was, it wasn’t normal, so Koutarou knew he had to keep his
guard up. That’s why he’d stopped running.

“Onii-chan?”

Koutarou was supposed to be in a hurry, but he’d suddenly stopped moving
and now he was making a scary face. Not understanding what was going on, Kii
grew anxious and squeezed his hand.

“Those people... are probably enemies.”
“Enemies?! They’re bad people?! Why?!”
“I don’t know, but they aren’t normal.”
“They aren’t normal?”

Kii took another look at the people in front of her after what Koutarou said.
When she did, she saw what he meant. Their expressions and the way they



were moving was strange even to her.
“You’re right. They’re kinda strange...”
“What are those people trying to do...?”

Koutarou mumbled as he glared at the group. Watching them, they started to
spread out as if intent on blocking the path in front of him. He then sensed the
intent to attack starting to develop.

Are they trying to kill us...? Why?

No one should have any reason to attack Koutarou in this day and age. As a
time traveler, he had no connection to anyone here. The only person that might
still wish him harm was Clan, his former enemy. Other than that, the
possibilities were quite limited.

Did they just target us at random? Or...

Koutarou looked at Kii. There was a chance she was really the one they were
after. She’d only said she’d run away from home, but if she was from a rich or
affluent family, it was possible someone might be trying to kidnap her or worse.

“We can’t go this way. Let’s go back a little and take another road.”

Koutarou pushed Kii behind him and tried to put some distance between
them and the strange group. Knowing this could be dangerous, especially with a
child in tow, there was no reason to try and forge ahead recklessly.

“Onii-chan! There are people behind us too!”
“What?!”

Before they’d realized it, another group of people had appeared behind them
as well. The ages and genders of the new group, just like the people in front of
them, were all over the place. It came as no surprise to Koutarou that they had
the same strange auras too.

The narrow alley went in a straight line, and with both exits now blocked,
Koutarou and Kii couldn’t get away.

Regardless of the cause, this is a real problem... What do | do?

Their path of retreat had been cut off, and Koutarou still didn’t know what



these people were after, but he could sense a growing bloodlust from them. It
was hard to imagine this ending peacefully, and there were too many people to
forcibly push through. It would have been possible with his sword and armor,
but he was unarmed and unarmored right now. On top of that, he had Kii to
think about. Protecting her had to be his top priority.

I’m going to have to rely on Clan for help...

Clan often used her bracelet to summon weapons, so it might be possible to
have one sent to him the same way. It would be Signaltin, ideally, but he didn’t
know if it that would work or not.

I should have made preparations for situations like this...

Koutarou hadn’t expected anyone to attack him in this age, and running
around with weapons and armor that would make him stand out would bring a
different set of troubles. Assuming he’d be safe, he thought it was better to go
without his sword and armor. Yet here he was, faced with an unknown enemy.

But there was no use crying over spilled milk. If he could get out of this safely,
he would talk to Clan about making preparations to transfer Signaltin in case of
future emergencies.

“But for now...”

All he could do was ask for help. He used his left hand to touch one of the
gems on the bracelet around his right wrist. It was a switch that could be
configured to activate one of many functions, and in this case it opened a
communications channel with Clan. It was essentially a speed dial.

“Now, now, | can’t have you calling for help.”

However, Koutarou was unable to complete the call. A woman had appeared
from the darkness and came at Koutarou with a large weapon. He was keeping
an eye on the groups in front of and behind him, and he was distracted trying to
get in touch with Clan. Because of that, it was perfect surprise attack.

“Whoa!”

All that he could do was use his bracelet to deflect her oversized weapon. It
was a massive scythe reminiscent of the one the Grim Reaper was often



depicted with. Koutarou managed to block the attack in the nick of time, but it
shattered the bracelet.

“Oh... to think you could block that. Very impressive.”

The woman who’d attacked was wearing an indigo outfit with an even darker
indigo mantle over top of it. It was part of the reason Koutarou hadn’t noticed
her. Dressed in such dark colors, she easily blended in with the shadows.
Between that, the hood that covered half of her face, and her large, glowing red
scythe, Koutarou thought she looked like the very personification of death.

“Whatever. You were targeting the bracelet in the first place.”

Koutarou had been able to block the attack, but he secretly felt a chill run
down his spine. It was only because the woman was aiming for his bracelet that
he’d been able to use it to shield himself. If she’d been after Koutarou’s life
from the start, or Kii’s for that matter, would he have even stood a chance?
Koutarou wasn’t confident.

This is bad... She’s calm...

What flustered Koutarou even more was the woman’s placid demeanor. Her
first priority had clearly been to keep Koutarou from calling for reinforcements.
Whatever she wanted with them would come after.

To kill Koutarou, she would have only needed to step in a little more during
her attack. But since she was unsure of his capabilities, she targeted his bracelet
first. It would have been problematic if she’d failed to kill him and he’d used
that opportunity to call for backup. Conversely, killing him after destroying his
bracelet should be easy.

It was thanks to his battlefield experience from Forthorthe that Koutarou
could understand this woman’s intentions. It was also why he was panicking. He
knew good and well that the most dangerous thing in a fight wasn’t a strong
enemy, but a calm one.

“My, well, aren’t you scary? To understand that at your age... I'm really glad |
waited for you to separate from your friend.”

“Damn it!”



If she had just been strong, she would have tried a brute force attack while
Koutarou and Clan were together. But instead, she’d bided her time and waited
for a good opportunity. And without knowing any better, that was how
Koutarou had gotten himself into this mess.

“That’s why | have something | would like to ask.”

The woman in indigo lowered her scythe. She dropped the end of it on the
ground, and when it made contact, the people in front of and behind Koutarou
all stopped moving. They then turned to face her as if awaiting orders.

Is she their leader...?

This strange display made Koutarou think they were her lackeys one way or
another. He couldn’t imagine what kind of relationship they had, but if they
were working together, it was extra trouble for him.
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