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      Chapter 1: The Moon That Night Waned


      I once heard that on the last night before the full moon, they call the moon “the moon of waiting nights” because people spend it eagerly waiting for the full moon to come. While it shines brightly in the sky, you can’t help but rue the fact that it is still today once your thoughts turn to how much more beautiful it will be tomorrow.


      It was past midnight, the streets were empty, and the vehicles that occasionally passed me by made no stops. They must have thought I was a drunkard, or perhaps they didn’t even notice me at all. Scattered on the ground before me was the novel I was planning to read once I’d arrived home. The sales were abysmal and the reviews were scathing, describing it as a bland story with an uninspiring main character.


      However, I felt a strong sense of kinship with the protagonist of this hated novel. True, they didn’t have any goals, and the story left much to be desired; there’s hardly any direction for the story to go in when the protagonist has no direction themselves. However, I couldn’t help but think: did the people behind those negative reviews have any purpose in their lives? And what about the people in the car that just passed me by? Did they have a clear idea of what they wanted to do or who they wanted to become?


      I heard a train whiz by in the distance, and once again, I couldn’t help but think... Did the office workers riding home wish to be office workers? Was that really their dream? I doubted that. At least, it could never be mine. The hero of a fantasy tale has the goal of defeating the Demon King and saving the world. In a boxing manga, the main character has the goal of becoming the best there is. But in the real world, how many people truly lived with a clear goal they were striving toward?


      As kids, we’re all asked what we want to be when we grow up at least once, and we always answer with stars in our eyes: “I want to be a baseball player,” “I want to be president,” “I want to be a scientist,” “I want to be an idol.” They’re answers of childish naivety, and only those who don’t know how harsh reality is—how difficult and painful that path is—can spout them. Yet, within those words are dreams. When young, we must all live with purpose. As the protagonists of our own stories, the world must sparkle.


      However, as we grow up, we’re forced to confront reality. We experience setbacks, learn the limits of hard work, and eventually, we lose sight of our dreams and begin to live solely to make it through another day. In that case, we must all be the main characters in directionless stories. Just like that moon up in the sky, we will never be full. Are we not all moons lacking purpose, damned to a fate of eternal wane?


      At that very moment, my own bland story was coming to an end, with a conclusion that was wholly undramatic. Had I gotten into an accident saving a child I might have gone out with style, but instead...someone in a rush simply bumped into me while climbing the pedestrian bridge, flinging me over the edge and causing me to hit my head. That person ran, and now, they were out of my sight.


      My blood wet the ground, and my limbs were frozen as if I were paralyzed. My consciousness began to fade. As I felt all of this, one final thought passed through my mind: I lived such a pathetic life... After that, my eyes closed. I’d stared up at the nearly full moon until the very end. And now, I would never see a full moon again.


      ◆


      At what point did I realize I lived with knowledge of this life both mine and not?


      At what point did I realize this was my second chance?


      One day—ever since she could remember—the life of someone not her had begun to reside in her memories. The current girl’s name was Mercedes of House Grunewald, born to one of the many concubines of Sir Bernhard, one of the vampires who ruled this vast land.


      At what point had she become aware of these memories of her past life? She felt like they had always been with her, ever since her current self sprouted into existence. However, to Mercedes, they felt more like another person’s knowledge rather than memories of a past life. She knew exactly what kind of person they had been along with their tastes and hobbies. She even knew what had caused their death. But still, this person felt like a total stranger—when given a summary of the story of someone you had never met and told it was your past life, no one would simply believe it without question.


      Not to mention, that person’s story was terribly...terribly boring. To Mercedes, the character who had left her with this knowledge was not her past self, but someone who supposedly was her past self.


      Still, if asked whether the knowledge they had left her was useful or not, the answer was undoubtedly yes. It had allowed her to gain a sense of self at a young age, and even cognitive abilities that could put the average adult to shame. But more than anything, it allowed her to know just how precarious her circumstances were. She pondered this as she walked down the halls of the manor...if it was even big enough to deserve such a title.


      Mercedes Grunewald was a vampire who had lived through five cycles of the planet around the Sun. In other words, she was only five years old. And although she was a vampire, she was not the kind of living dead creature her past self had known of. In this world, vampires were powerful beings who could use magic. They lived long lives and had extraordinary healing powers—albeit they were weak to sunlight.


      While they did drink the blood of other living things, it was not in excess, and as horrifying as a bloodsucking creature may sound, there are other organisms that do the same. Take, for example, mosquitoes, although that may not be the most flattering comparison. Accordingly, vampires were able to bear children and cross running water. However, those mosquito repellent candles had no effect on them.


      Hearing all this, you’re probably thinking that she won the lottery of life. Sure, when it came to her race, she had won. But what about her appearance? She looked in the mirror suspended from the wall and studied her features. Her hair appeared both blue and silver depending on the angle of the light, and it was tied behind her, extending to her lower back. While her countenance was still far too cherubic, it was undoubtedly beautiful, so much so that attempts at modesty would only sound sarcastic.


      Behind her glasses, her golden eyes were upturned in a determined expression. Her pupils dilated in a catlike way depending on both the lighting and her mood, but right now, they looked mostly human. And the cat similarities didn’t end there—they also glowed in the dark, most likely due to the same trait that had evolved in cats to allow them to see in lowlight conditions: a reflective plate located behind the retina.


      Her nose was small and refined, and her lips below were the color of cherry blossoms. Her skin was milky white. In this life, she had also been blessed with looks. At least, they left her with no yearning for greater beauty. While it may sound boastful, she was certain that she would grow up to be a beautiful woman. There were no issues with her physical fitness either; as a vampire, it was beyond a human’s.


      In all these aspects, Mercedes had no complaints. She could be proud of the body she’d been given. However, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread about her birth...or rather, her environment and life circumstances. As has been repeatedly mentioned, she was a vampire in this world, and given that “this world” is written and not “this life,” you have assuredly deduced that the place she was in now was not Earth. Instead, she resided somewhere called the Red Planet. True to the cliché in almost every one of those light novels published at the same lightning speed as those mass-produced mechs that only exist to be curb-stomped within seconds, she had been isekai’d.


      Additionally, as was said in the beginning, Mercedes was the child of two vampires, and her mother was a concubine—albeit one with quite a low position in the harem. The manor she had been afforded was a tiny one befitting a provincial noble without wealth. That much was obvious at a glance. You may think just being given a house is enough, but not having permission to live in the main estate means exactly what you would think it does. And to make matters worse, they were treated like this despite the fact that her father ruled vast lands and had an abundance of wealth and property.


      A strong gust of wind would cause the windows to rattle, and the floor would creak with every step, evidence perhaps of rot. Not to mention that mice or cockroaches could be spotted daily—a truly dreadful experience. Additionally, while we are on the topic of grievances, it is worth mentioning that in all five years of her life, Mercedes had never once seen her father. In fact, to her knowledge, he had never even visited her mother in that time either. No matter how long you live as a vampire, ignoring her for five years seemed a bit cruel, even if she was just a concubine.


      Given all of this, it was glaringly obvious that her mother had been shunned...or maybe he didn’t even care about her at all. Yet Mercedes could see that, at least for now, they were still able to make ends meet. While they received the bare minimum of provisions from her father, both mother and child were able to scrape by under the watch of their single old maid.


      However, that wouldn’t last forever. This meager life had been afforded to them by the fact that Mercedes barely qualified as an heir to his noble title (emphasis on barely). The Grunewald name would surely be passed down to a child of his legal wife, which was fine. The problem was what came next. Once a proper heir had been selected, Mercedes and all the other children of the concubines would become useless. Given how cruelly they were already treated, it would be overly naive to believe that they’d continue to be taken care of after that point.


      My mother and I will be abandoned. I shouldn’t be surprised, she thought. But then, she began to consider what she should do once that time came. Why should she simply wait and bide her time when it could come as early as tomorrow?


      She couldn’t afford to do that. Who would just wait if they knew misfortune was on their doorstep? At the same time, though, what could she do? She had no fortune or fame. The only boon she had was her vampiric body.


      “Ah, Lady Mercedes! Are you to head out today as well?”


      “Yes, I’m going to head out to play for a bit, Nan. You don’t need to let mother know, though.”


      “Please do enjoy yourself.”


      Mercedes had run into the old maid in the hallway, and after exchanging brief pleasantries, she walked past the study. Inside were tightly packed bookcases along with a small desk and chair. The desk was piled with books she had read countless times, to the point that every single line and letter had settled permanently into her memory. Having knowledge of her past life, she’d first picked up reading to make sense of her current circumstances, searching for a way to live even once disowned by her father, preparing for that inevitable day which could come at any moment. To this end, she desperately sought a way to save herself, her mother, and their maid.


      Mercedes was thankful that Lady Luck seemed to be on her side...or perhaps that was Lady Unluck. In any case, she had found a path forward—a job that anyone in this world could do regardless of age or standing. The only cost was your life. With that one chip thrown on the table, you could purchase danger and make a living as a daring adventurer. They called these people “Seekers,” and they earned their keep through exploring the many dungeons and untrodden regions that littered this world. It was the deadliest job there was alongside being a soldier, but for five-year-old Mercedes, it was her only shot at being able to provide.


      Still, even if she was a vampire, entering that line of work with only her inborn talents would quickly take the “living” out of “living dead.” There were many vampires who worked as Seekers, and many of them never returned home. Thus, she pondered this predicament, and it didn’t take long for her to arrive at an answer that was plain and simple yet childish beyond belief.


      I need to become strong. Anyone could’ve come to that conclusion, and I know that if it were really that simple, everyone and their mother would be doing it, but still.


      Despite her underdeveloped body, it was the only one she had, and thus, the only one she could use. That was why she would go practice archery whenever she had the time.


      She stepped outside and noticed the azure moon glowing in the sky above—yes, the moon in this world was blue, though no one knew the reason. The moon also had another name—Eden.


      Mercedes looked upon the faint glow of the full moon and reached her hand out to the sky.
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      Of course, that hand could never reach Eden, but still, from her vantage point, the moon rested in her tiny palm, trapping its light. Having been given this life, she had no intentions to let it waste away. While her small hands were now empty, she would one day be able to grasp something. Whether that would be fortune or fame she did not know, but one day, she would hold something that affirmed her existence—something that would allow her to proudly declare with no regrets that she was glad to have been born. This time, her moon would one day become full.


      “I...want to live a life of no regrets. I want to die with a smile.”


      She would run through this second life full speed ahead. She would make no stops, and one day, she would reach the end feeling happy. Now in her second life, she had found a goal.


      “I’m going to live this life to the fullest!”


      That was a promise made to the moon, heard by no one, but for some reason, the full moon seemed to glow even brighter once those words had left her lips.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Laying the Groundwork


      Mercedes had no one to teach her how to fight. Both her mother and maid were vampires, but they weren’t fighters, so, knowing she could never ask either of them for help, she began her training in secret in the nearby mountains.


      Even in her past life, Mercedes had never taken part in anything that could truly be considered a fight—basically, her combat experience was nonexistent. As she had vowed to become strong in this world, that was quite the insurmountable wall. She was no longer in the serene, peaceful land of Japan on Earth. While she had yet to visit town, the many books she had read led her to the conclusion that it was a dog-eat-dog kind of world out there. While power was what she sought, she knew not how to wield it. One wrong step could be the difference between life and death.


      However, for better or for worse, Mercedes possessed the knowledge from her previous life. Many great stories slept dormant inside her...yet those were nothing but fiction, non-realities born from imagination and delusion. Still, this world was also quite like those, and thus, Mercedes tried all the various training methods contained within them.


      Yes, she knew this was silly. In all honesty, it was stupid, and she herself thought she was a fool. It would be hard to deny that she was among the pathetic lot who had confused reality with manga. Still, she had nothing else to rely on, and she wasn’t about to stop in her tracks just because that one thing was nonsensical. She was resolute on moving forward. The verdict on whether this was truly stupid or not could come after she tried.


      —Year One—


      At first, she attached weights to herself. She would wake up early at night, and train until the morning. Vampires were a nocturnal species, and thus, her active hours were the reverse of what they had been when she was human. In her previous life, she would usually wake up around 7 a.m. and go to bed around midnight, but now, she would wake up at 7 p.m. and go to sleep at noon.


      In her past life, three in the afternoon was unofficial snack time, but for vampires, that was three in the morning. Unfortunately, the snacks here left much to be desired. Due to their poverty, the most she could expect was fruit.


      In any case, now that she had shifted from diurnal to nocturnal, she trained deep into the night. It may sound like something straight out of a horror movie, though she did eventually get used to it.


      Once Mercedes no longer found it odd being active during the night, she began to affix rocks to her hands and feet. Once she got used to their weight, she would increase the size, and before she knew it, she was able to dash through the mountains while carrying a boulder.


      She read a book on martial arts and practiced hundreds of thousands of amateur kicks and punches every day, kicking trees and jabbing at the leaves that fell from their branches. She came up with a training regimen that involved surrounding herself in trees and knocking every leaf that fell from their branches to the ground before they would naturally get there.


      Once she could perform a thousand push-ups without difficulty, she began to do them while performing handstands. Once that became easy, she removed a hand, and eventually, she was able to do the whole set while supporting herself on a single finger.


      Her training was strenuous, and sometimes, it would leave her injured. Luckily, though, she was a vampire. Almost always, it would heal in just one day. Her body was able to withstand unimaginable strain.


      When not doing physical training, she spent her time at home reading every book she could get her hands on, searching for any information that could prove useful to her, be it language, history, common sense, social studies, culture...or even magic. She read every book in the manor and absorbed its contents. Since she had both the malleable brain of a child and the comprehensive ability of an adult, study came easy to Mercedes.


      For now, it was time to lay the groundwork. She would put everything she could beneath her feet no matter what; she had no way of knowing at the moment what would be useful later, after all. The stronger the foundation, the higher blocks could be piled, and thus, it was imperative that she build that foundation.


      “Magic comes from four basic elements... It is something anyone can control, but the strength of their abilities depends on their innate talent...” As Mercedes read in the study, she made sure to memorize each word and phrase.


      It seemed that the fantastical power of magic existed in this world. Assuming this book wasn’t something read for leisure and entertainment—akin to a light novel—at least. According to it, magic was divided into four basic elements: fire, water, earth, and wind. How stereotypical.


      In addition, there were four elements deriving from the four basic ones: light, ice, metal, and lightning. Fire, at its extremes, became the light of suns. Water, when cooled, became ice. Earth, when hardened, became metal. Wind, at its fiercest, became lightning. These seemed to be the only eight elements in this world; there was no dark or non-type magic.


      At most, any one person, regardless of aptitude, could learn four of these. Vampires and monsters had a primary and secondary elemental affinity, and together with the two elements that derived from their basic affinities, they could control four. According to the book, all living things were bound by this limit.


      “To awaken to your powers, you must meditate in a place befitting your affinities and feel the energy that flows there. To determine your affinities... Huh, it says, ‘go to the assessment bureau.’ It seems like I’ll have to rely on my instincts to figure it out on my own.”


      Mercedes decided to first try meditating on the same mountain she always went to to train. There was a spring nearby, and obviously, there was earth too. If earth or water were one of her affinities, she’d be able to figure something out. There was wind blowing constantly as well, so that could also prove useful. But what would she do if her affinity was fire? Was meditating near a campfire enough?


      No, she could ponder that later. For now, she would just begin. Without that, nothing could come next.


      —Year Two—


      Now six years old, Mercedes meditated every day, but she had yet to feel like she was awakening to anything. She still continued with her daily workouts that even she found to be a bit too intense. One day, however, she noticed while training that a scratch wound from a branch on her arm had completely healed.


      Before, that would have taken a full day to heal...


      It wasn’t rare for Mercedes to get injuries. In fact, it happened fairly often, and each time, her vampiric healing abilities would close the wound. However, the speed of her healing had clearly increased.


      So this is what vampiric healing abilities are capable of...


      In the memories from her past life, there were many stories of vampires, and plenty of them rejuvenated as if it were nothing after being stabbed through the heart or being decapitated. Hearing the word “vampire,” Mercedes’s strongest association was their immortality, but currently, she was far from immortal, and while she hadn’t tested it, she was fairly certain that getting her head chopped off would result in death. Plenty of vampires who became Seekers perished in the dungeons, and thus, it was safe to assume that she wasn’t indestructible.


      However, she then made a deranged leap of logic. If I use these healing powers more, my body might become more accustomed to injury and heal even faster.


      It was truly idiotic. Basically, she decided to intentionally hurt herself. It was the same principle of supercompensation, the famous idea that by straining your muscles, the continued damage and reconstruction of their fibers makes them stronger.


      However, that didn’t translate over to the absurd notion that the more injuries you suffered, the quicker you healed, and the effect relied on properly moderated exercise and breaks. Equating these two ideas was foolish.


      This would give the average person pause, but not Mercedes. Regret could come later. For now, she needed to push forward. As soon as she reached that conclusion, she began to harm herself. Thankfully, vampires were resistant to pain, and thus, she suffered little. Pain was the body’s alarm bell, and so it wasn’t odd for vampires to have quieter bells given their healing powers.


      —Year Three—


      Living in this world—or rather, having a vampiric body—was playing on easy mode to an absurd degree. Mercedes’s logic—which was really nothing more than a wild theory—on self-harm had produced results. The more injuries she sustained and the more her body had to heal those injuries, the sturdier she became. The same injuries began to heal faster, and thus, she concluded that her body would be able to withstand deeper cuts. And it did; her body recognized those injuries and healed them faster. Now, she could heal almost any wound in a mere second.


      Once, she accidentally cut herself all the way to the bone, but even that injury healed fully in just five seconds. Still, it really hurt, so she had no intention of trying it again.


      Her year of meditation had also bore fruit. She could now feel the power of this planet she called home. One of her affinities turned out to be earth. In fantasy tales, it’s always the top candidate for most boring element and therefore not very useful.


      Now that she had determined her affinity, she next needed to learn magic. The books in her study told her that an earth affinity was nothing to celebrate. Creating stalagmites, flinging rocks, and making dips in the earth was about the extent of its capabilities. It lacked ostentation.


      The books even said that it was the weakest in terms of offensive power. But on the other hand, it was lauded as an element well suited for support, as one could construct walls of rock to protect their comrades with it or throw their enemies off-balance by removing the earth from where they stood.


      As Mercedes read over this particular book in the study, she began to ponder whether there was any effective magic that utilized the power of the earth. For example, what about gravity? That was the power of the planet they stood on. She found it odd that there was no magic that used the element of earth to manipulate gravity.


      However, if it didn’t exist, all she had to do was make it. All the magic in this world had once been created by someone, which was why she didn’t view this as an impossible task. For example, there was a spell in the book known as “Stone Edge,” an attack that launched rocks at your enemies. However, this utilization of earth magic and a name for it hadn’t been around forever. There must have been someone who invented the spell and promulgated it, which meant Mercedes could create magic too.


      With that in mind, she began her trials to craft a kind of magic that could control gravity that very day.


      —Year Four—


      Mercedes’s strength grew to shocking heights. A blow from her fist could turn boulders to dust, and she could dash through trees like the wind. Light injuries would heal as soon as she sustained them, and she could easily jump over treetops. But an even greater boon to her was the fact that she had finally perfected her gravity magic. If you put your mind to it, you can do anything.


      Each day she would feel the planet’s power as she meditated. She imagined its gravity acting excessively on her. At the beginning, this was fruitless, but she began to feel a slight hint of this gravity after the third month, and by the sixth, she could feel it clearly.


      She continued this training, and once a year had passed, she was able to create a gravitational field so strong it could even immobilize her, the caster. Even though she could only create fields that were exceedingly small in area, she still felt ready to consider the spell completed—and now, it needed a name.


      “All right. Let’s call this ‘Druck.’”


      “Druck” simply meant “gravity.” There was something quite simplistic about this name, but considering this was her first spell, such laziness could be excused.


      On the same day she mastered Druck, she began to practice casting it on herself. Considering a certain national hero of Japan had grown strong by training under increased gravity, it was bound to prove effective.


      Thus five years had gone by. When Mercedes Grunewald was ten, the curtain opened on her story.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: At Least Let My Child Be Free


      Lydia Grunewald was the daughter of a commoner who lived peacefully in Blut, the finest city on the continent of Tyrrhena. On her world, the Red Planet, the red ground bathed in the light of the sun and received protection from the blue planet of Eden. According to mythology, the gods arrived here on a ship from Eden and performed a miracle that turned this arid and dead land into a world that could support life. Then, the gods released the life-forms they brought with them and grew their numbers over many long years, resulting in the Red Planet Lydia called home.


      Beings made in the gods’ image known as “Falsch” built civilizations. With the form of gods as their base, they differed in small details. Those with the characteristics of beasts were known as chimäre, and those with the characteristics of birds were known as vogel. There were also the elfen who were skilled in magic, and finally, the vampires who most resembled the gods but differed the most in their ecology. These four races were known as the Four Great Falsch and divided the world into four parts among them.


      Among vampires, Lydia was a woman of stereotypical mediocrity. While beautiful, she lacked skill. Her arms were weak, just barely strong enough to crush an apple, and in her whole life, she had never lifted more than a hundred kilograms. During a hundred-meter dash, she couldn’t break eight seconds even at top speed. Despite lacking talent, however, her beauty was what truly doomed her.


      One day, she caught Lord Bernhard’s eye in town and was ordered to attend to him through the night. Not being the slightest bit attracted to him, she had wanted to refuse, but he was a feudal lord, and she knew what the consequences of rejecting him would be.


      They only shared a bed one time, but it resulted in pregnancy. She had inwardly cursed that “fucking bastard” for not using protection more times than she could count.


      Thus, she became a concubine, albeit a mistreated one. The manor afforded to her was a house in name only, and there, she was isolated with only one maid to attend to her. She had asked that her house at least be two stories with a bath and a pool, but that request had been ignored. God damn it! she lamented to herself.


      She made it clear that for her meals, she would only accept the highest quality steak cooked to a perfect medium rare every single day, but there were plenty of days where she wasn’t served this. And for some reason, the steaks she did receive were always cooked well-done.


      Unable to bear it any longer, she told Bernhard that he didn’t need to come visit her anymore. He listened, being the good-for-nothing man he was.


      This tough, brave woman had a single daughter. Her name was Mercedes, and even discounting parental bias, she was an adorable girl who looked just like her mother. Lydia was incredibly thankful that her genes had done the heavy lifting. She would have cried had her daughter been born with the menacing features of her father.


      Until the age of five, her daughter was a fairly average, cute child. But after that point, she began to demonstrate an alacrity that surpassed that of a child. She must have been aware of the situation she was in.


      One day, she began to read through the books in the study, and Lydia knew that when the child claimed to be playing in the garden, she was actually in the mountains. She never even pretended to be playing. Within five seconds of exiting the house, she’d pick up a boulder and run right past the windows. It didn’t take a genius to realize what she was up to. Honestly, she could have at least tried to hide it.


      Each day, that boulder grew bigger, and by the time she was nine, she was able to move while carrying a boulder ten meters tall. Really, at least try.


      Lydia concluded that her daughter must have had some sort of goal—one she was training toward in order to escape the life she was born into. Lydia would slip inside the study after she had left, and each time, there was a book about Seekers opened on the desk. There was no doubt in Lydia’s mind, and thus, she wasn’t shocked when at the age of ten, her daughter announced to her, “Mother, I’m going to become a Seeker.”


      “I know.”


      Mercedes seethed with enough magical power it could knock the socks off the average adult, and she had made her declaration with an expression of determination that you only see once in a lifetime. Lydia’s only real impression was, Oh, so today’s the day she finally tells me.


      A ten-year-old becoming a Seeker was of course dangerous. The average parent would’ve stopped her, but Lydia knew well that Mercedes had a high combat capability. She may have been seeing things through the rose-colored glasses of a parent, but even then, she believed wholeheartedly that her child was a prodigy.


      While it paled in comparison to a wild beast’s, vampires had a strong sense of smell—or at least, something akin to that—and right now, Lydia’s was telling her, Damn, this girl is something. At only ten years old, her child had an aura of strength.


      In reality, Lydia had felt this long ago, though there wasn’t much point in saying it now. But seriously, she needs to at least try to conceal it.


      “Um...you’re not going to stop me?”


      “If you were a normal child, I would, but you’ve grown incredibly strong, no? So, well...as long as you don’t push yourself too hard, I have no problem with it,” answered Lydia cheerfully as she sipped her coffee.


      Mercedes seemed to find the whole ordeal quite anticlimactic. Her mother either had a shockingly laissez-faire attitude or just had unshakable faith in her.


      Lydia placed a hand on her daughter’s head and flashed her a kind smile. “Thanks to that fucking bastard—ahem, my ill fortune, I am no longer able to live my life freely. But you are, and I want you to live your life as you wish. That is my greatest desire.”


      Lydia didn’t know what her daughter had in mind, but she didn’t want to chain her down. She was okay with being the only one trapped in this rotten cage—as long as her daughter could freely spread her wings and fly into the grand sky above.


      That was what she wished for above all else.


      ***


      Mercedes had been certain that her mother would oppose this decision on the grounds of her age, but she had said yes—so readily that it completely caught Mercedes off guard. Still, she had been granted permission, so she resolved to view it as a simple fortunate miscalculation.


      At once, she began the necessary preparations to begin work as a Seeker. Seekers explored remote regions and dungeons in order to understand them. It was only natural that such work would require staying in the same place for days or weeks, or even months and years in some cases. As a novice, she didn’t have any intention of taking on such work, nor did she think they would allow her. Still, she thought it best to at least prepare.
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