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Morning had just broken; the sunlight was gentle, and a soft breeze brushed against the skin, carrying the fresh fragrance of blooms that had only recently opened in the distance.

It was the kind of warm, blossoming spring day perfect for an outing. Yet the youth, who would step into the examination hall the very next day, had to clutch a thick workbook and trudge with heavy steps toward the library not far ahead.

He walked on with sighs escaping his lips; his expression alone betrayed the certainty that he had no faith in tomorrow’s exam.

[Your ancestor is dead.]

The words rang suddenly in the boy’s ears.

Abrupt—like a voice that had appeared out of thin air.

"Your ancestor is the one who’s dead—"

Already in foul temper, the youth turned sharply, anger flashing in his eyes, ready to snap back.

Even if meant as a joke, it was a tasteless, malicious one.

And if it was meant as an insult, he would respond without restraint.

He prepared to confront the speaker behind him, yet when he turned, he froze.

Behind him, there was nothing—no one at all.

His gaze swept blankly over the space.

No one.

Not a single soul.

The voice had been right at his ear, almost as if whispering close enough for breath to touch his skin.

But there was no one there.

And, unsettlingly—sending a chill down his neck—for reasons he couldn’t explain, not only was there no one behind him, but in every direction, within the reach of his sight, there wasn’t a single person to be found.

Even allowing for the fact it was early morning and the street rarely saw much foot traffic, there was no reason the entire stretch of road should be deserted, with not even a distant silhouette in sight.

In that moment, the world around him was utterly empty—save for himself.

The sensation was disturbingly eerie.

[Your ancestor is dead.]

That voice came again, still as close as before—far too close.

The youth looked frantically left and right, yet found no trace of anyone.

Amid his panic, a vague thought crossed his mind: something about the sentence was... off.

On reflection, the phrase wasn’t the crude jest or insult he’d first imagined; though its wording was reminiscent of "your mother is dead," this one seemed—perhaps—not exactly an insult.

After all, in truth, his ancestor was indeed long dead, buried who-knows-where beneath the earth.

............

Wait—this was hardly the time to debate whether the words were a curse or a statement of fact!

Where was everyone？

Early in the morning—the whole street this empty？ Where has everyone gone？!

[You will die too.]

That voice echoed again, so close it felt as though it was murmuring right against his ear.

The words themselves startled him so badly he nearly leapt from the ground.

At such a short distance—if no one was there—then the one speaking to him must be...

Every hair on the boy’s body stood on end.

It was broad daylight, the sun blazing overhead—how could there be a ghost？!

Aren’t ghosts supposed to fear sunlight？

Just as he turned in panic, a sudden gust of wind swept violently across the street.

The gale whipped past him, lifting his hair and tugging his clothes high into the air.

Morning light shimmered softly; on the tree-lined avenue, the boy stood alone, staring blankly around.

The wind howled over the earth, stirring the dense canopy on both sides of the road.

The wind rose, the trees swayed, and mottled patches of sunlight flickered unsteadily across the ground.

The green crowns rustled under the wind’s breath, as if an invisible current were swirling there—leaves tumbling down, the fallen litter whirling upward again.

Countless leaves spun in the air, tracing a circle with the boy at its center, drawn aloft by that unseen force.

With a sharp thud, three thick books dropped heavily to the ground; their pages flapped wildly in the rushing air, letting out a frantic rustle.

The boy’s eyes widened as he stared in disbelief at his own hands.

[Your ancestors are dead. You too shall cease to exist.]

The nameless voice whispered by his ear once more—but this time, he had no mind to wonder whether it was human or ghostly.

For before his very eyes, his hands began to fade from the fingertips, the blur creeping steadily up his arms.

He watched helplessly as the wind-tossed leaves passed straight through his arm—an arm now bathed in sunlight, dissolving into a faint silhouette.

There was no resistance at all.

In the blink of an eye, the boy vanished from the world between heaven and earth.

The gale that had raged moments earlier slowly quieted; the canopy stilled; the frantic flutter of pages came to rest. Far down the street, the vague outlines of passersby began to emerge.

Bright morning light filtered through the leaves, casting soft dappled patterns upon the books lying quietly on the ground.

The topmost volume lay open; upon the inner pages, the handwriting of its owner was fading, letter by letter—including the name written on the very first page.

In the end, every trace of ink vanished.

Vanished without a shadow, leaving not the faintest mark behind.

The pristine book still lay quietly on the ground, as if no hand had ever written a name upon its pages.

...As though that boy had never existed in this world at all.

............

........................

In the pitch-black night, the waves rolled softly, sending the echo of their rhythm far into the silent dark.

Swish, splash.

Out of the night, a small boat sliced through the water and came to rest upon the sea.

Two hazy figures could be vaguely seen aboard.

Tonight was not moonless—the pure glow of the moon bathed the distant land, spilling over the sleeping city—but here, over the sea, a mist had risen to veil the light.

The fog thickened, dimming all sight; everything turned to shadow and blur—whether the boat that had quietly slipped out to sea, or the two people upon it, only their indistinct shapes could be discerned.

"Shall we throw this one overboard too?"

"Mm."

"But... we were only told to take care of that one. Should we really..."

"Bad luck for him. Wrong place, wrong time. Not our fault."

A rustling sound followed as the two spoke in low voices; then one lifted something in his arms and tossed it down.

With a heavy splash, a great fountain of water rose—the sound carried far through the silent fog.

The man turned, picked up another bundle.

What he held was wrapped in a dull gray blanket; its contents unseen.

He lifted a corner to peer inside, as if to confirm, then raised his head and nodded to the companion at the oar—no problem.

The man clicked his tongue softly, a look of mingled pity and contempt crossing his face.

In the next instant, without hesitation, he hurled the bundle into the sea.

Another loud splash—the spray burst high, wetting the man through. He wiped his face, stared at what was sinking beneath the waves, and murmured something under his breath, with the same conflicted expression.

Then he turned and signaled to his companion—it was done.

The two rowed quickly, disappearing into the mist.

Splash.

Splash—

In the dark night, the waves beat endlessly against the fog-veiled sea, their mournful roar echoing like a dirge.

The figure cast first into the water had already sunk deep below.

Faintly, it could be seen—that of a young boy.

His pale golden hair drifted loose in the water. Eyes closed, he lay utterly still, like one fallen into death itself, descending quietly into the depths of the sea.

It seemed he would sink forever into the depths, never again to see the light of day.

That should have been the end—

But suddenly, the boy’s tightly shut eyes snapped open.

His gaze gleamed with the clear, radiant blue of the ocean, like Aquamarine submerged in water.

On the verge of suffocating, the instant his eyes opened he choked on seawater; instantly aware of his plight, he held his breath at once.

The briny sting filled his mouth, and though the realization that he was in mortal danger caused a flicker of panic, it did not leave him helpless.

Panicking and scanning his surroundings in quick bursts, he caught sight of faint glimmers filtering down from above—and without hesitation, he kicked and stroked, fighting to reach the surface.

At last, just before his lungs threatened to burst, he broke through into the open air, gasping greedily.

Waterlogged bangs clung to his forehead; from his flushed face, droplets streamed down—some seawater, some tears pressed out by suffocation.

Those ocean-blue eyes shone all the brighter for the tears in them, yet even weeping, they held no trace of weakness or pity.

For in this moment, fury blazed within them so fierce it might almost take physical form.

"You were chosen," a voice declared, "because among countless souls, you alone share a bond with the Destiny’s Chosen that runs deep as life itself."

Deep as life... his bond with that damn Destiny’s Chosen in this lifetime!

In the instant Fernando returned to the body from his former, former, former, former life, he merged with all of its memories—and the urge to curse welled up, though infuriatingly, he had no idea who to curse.

He remembered now: this plight was all because "he" had stumbled, one night on his way home, upon the moment when Destiny’s Chosen was knocked unconscious, stuffed into a sack, and carried off.

The would-be murderers, of course, wouldn’t let a witness go. They struck him down, bundling him along.

After all, tossing one body into the sea or two made little difference.

So the unfortunate him was hurled into the waves alongside the Child of Destiny.

Yet the Child of Destiny, being who they were, would never die so easily—and naturally, in the end, was saved.

As for "him," bereft of any protagonist’s aura—

He died.

Yes.

Drowned, just like that.

Swept into the deep, with no bones left behind.

What a pitiful passerby.

What a tragic scapegoat.

Fernando had no wish for such a bond, and dearly longed to give that meddlesome Child of Destiny a thorough beating.

Fortunately, he woke in time—he had only been thrown overboard for a short while before regaining consciousness, and somehow managed to survive.

Now, he lay floating on the surface of the sea, gasping for breath while fixing his gaze on the faint shadow of the small boat fading into the misty darkness.

With his heart still pounding from the shock, he silently gave thanks to fate.

It was sheer luck that tonight’s weather at sea was so foul.

Still dazed from having just woken up, he had swum desperately toward the surface out of raw instinct, without realizing that the boat which had dumped him hadn’t actually gone very far.

Had it been a clear night, the murderer aboard would surely have looked back, spotted him, and perhaps returned to finish the job.

But thankfully, the sea was shrouded in fog, visibility near zero—move just a bit farther and you could see nothing at all.

After gasping for what felt like forever, he finally caught his breath; the oxygen returned to his head, and suddenly, something felt wrong.

He turned to scan his surroundings, and a jolt of dread struck him.

Where was the other man？

Where was the Child of Destiny？

Why couldn’t he see any sign of him？

...Wait.

Could he still be... down there？

Damn it!

Without another thought, Fernando, who had only just surfaced, dove straight back into the sea.

The water was clear; faint light filtering from above revealed a dark shape slowly sinking into the depths below.

He kicked hard and swam toward that shadow.

The figure had already drifted quite a distance from the surface. Fernando chased for a long moment before finally reaching him and seizing his hand.

The water was too dim to make out his face—only that he was a boy about Fernando’s own age and build.

He lay motionless in the water, his golden hair, catching the faint undersea light, floating softly around him.

Fernando gripped the boy’s wrist tightly, trying to haul him upward.

But the boy didn’t move at all, limp and silent—as if already dead.

Panic surged in Fernando’s chest.

No.

Without hesitation, he reached out again.

You can’t die!

Cupping the boy’s face in both hands, his fingers brushed through strands of wet, golden hair.

If you die, then I—

Fernando bent closer, lowering himself toward the boy’s face.

He pressed his lips firmly to the other’s, forcing his own breath into him.

......

A shaft of moonlight pierced the waves, scattering ripples across the sea and glinting at the corner of the golden-haired boy’s eye.

Between the pull and flow of the current, in a blur of half-consciousness, the boy’s eyelids fluttered open.

Through the haze of his vision, he saw light spilling down from above, outlining the silhouette of the man hovering over him.

He could see nothing clearly—only the faint, blurred sway of cerulean seawater, and in front of him, two strands of golden hair, different in hue, entwined within the surging waves.

The gold varied from deep to pale, yet tangled together in dense layers, seeming to melt into one under the backlight of the water’s ripples.

The boy’s mind was still stuck on the moment not long ago when he had been drugged and bound—bewildered, in complete disarray, utterly chaotic—yet at the instant he recalled being tied up, a flash of fierce light streaked through his eyes.

He parted his lips and bit down hard!

The taste of blood seeped into his mouth.

A streak of crimson fell into the sea, only to dissipate swiftly.

Weak and unable to move, he closed his eyes in reluctant surrender, drifting once more into unconsciousness.

............

So painful!

That damned ingrate bit me!
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..................

[Your ancestor is dead.]

"???"

[With your ancestor’s death, all his descendants—including you—will cease to exist.]

"?...!!!"

[If you wish to go on existing, you must save your ancestor.]

"Wait a moment."

The boy, inexplicably brought into this pitch-dark space, was utterly bewildered. Instinctively, he asked, "How am I supposed to save that... uh, already deceased ancestor?"

No sooner had the words left his mouth than a sudden burst of light flared before him, forcing him to shut his eyes.

When his vision slowly returned, he finally took in his surroundings.

He was suspended in midair, encompassed on all sides by endless darkness, its limits nowhere to be seen.

Beneath his feet flowed a vast river of streaming light, so immense and radiant it inspired awe at a single glance.

The sight of that luminous river held him spellbound for a heartbeat.

The shimmering current was composed of countless points of light gathered together.

It was magnificent and majestic.

It came from the darkness and returned into darkness, with no visible source or end.

All things in existence seemed minuscule before it.

It was breathtaking—also, impossibly beautiful.

As though it were a great Milky Way, woven from innumerable brilliant stars on the clearest night, flowing across a boundless sky into the far horizon.

A cascade of starlit splendor, a thousand dazzling hues.

[Human beings have shaped history; from ancient times to the present day, untold human souls have converged to form the River of Time that runs through all history.]

This immense River of Time is woven from innumerable points of light—each one, a human soul.

Some glowed bright, others faint.

And within every stretch of the river, there is always one point of light that gleams with singular brilliance—so radiant that, even among trillions of others, it draws the eye at once.

The gathered glow of countless stars cannot rival the splendor of that single light.

[In every chapter of history, there is a Destiny's Chosen who shapes the era, whose radiance lays the very foundation of that time.]

[Yet...]

In the vast River of Time, there lies a shadowed expanse, starkly conspicuous against the bright gleam of its neighboring currents.

For in all the endless torrent of time, only this place lacks its most resplendent point of light.

Upon closer inspection, one can see that along the side of this darkened stretch, a small tributary has unexpectedly emerged.

The sudden branching of this stream diverts countless points of light toward it.

And more than that—while the lights surge toward the tributary in a mighty current—innumerable tiny sparks drift away into the void, vanishing at last into the darkness.

Countless lights meant to flow onward with the River of Time are lost forever because of this unforeseen rupture.

[The Destiny's Chosen who should have guided this era met with tragedy in childhood, failing to fulfill his mission and to shape the course of that history.]

[Bereft of Destiny's Chosen’s protection, countless lives perished who should never have been lost to that time.]

[Your ancestor was among them.]

A voice, devoid of any emotion, rang slow and clear by the youth’s ear.

[With your ancestor gone, you as his descendant will likewise cease to exist.]

The voice repeated the words it had once spoken before.

Cold, inflectionless, allowing no room for reprieve.

[You—go and safeguard the Destiny's Chosen of this chapter in history.]

"Wait... I can follow bits of what you’re saying, but I still don’t understand—why me, of all people?"

Leaving aside others beyond his ancestor, surely after thousands of years, there must be at least several thousand—if not tens of thousands—of descendants？

"I know my own limits. I’m not up to it. Shouldn’t you reconsider? Find someone truly capable to deal with this problem?"

Silence fell for a moment.

Then that emotionless voice arose once more.

[Among countless souls, you alone share a bond with the Destiny's Chosen so deep it reaches life itself.]

The youth, oblivious to the brief pause in the voice, blinked in mild confusion.

"A bond reaching life itself?"

If that person was a hero who forged the foundation of history and earned eternal fame, then someone so deeply bound to them should surely be a figure of renown as well.

The thought stirred a small, sudden pride in him.

So it turned out that in one of his former, former lives, he had actually been a figure of historical renown.

"Then I..."

The voice clearly no longer wished to speak with him.

The boy, just about to press for more answers, was horrified to find that beneath his feet, the River of Time—once quietly flowing through the boundless dark void—suddenly heaved into towering waves.

Before the colossal surge, rising nearly hundreds of meters high, his small silhouette seemed utterly insignificant.

The waves crashed down, and in the blink of an eye, swallowed him whole—every trace of him gone.

The luminous tide subsided, returning once more to its former calm.

All fell silent again.

In the endless darkness of the void, only the magnificent and eternal River of Time continued its tranquil flow, unchanged since the dawn of ages.

..................

..............................

Heh.

"A bond that reaches deep into the soul," indeed.

Bah!

Sounds so poetic.

In truth, it was nothing more than a Child of Destiny dragging a hapless bystander into tragedy—a youth’s life cut short far too soon.

Fernando felt he had been thoroughly duped by that voice.

Worst of all, what truly grated on Fernando was this: as the one who’d suffered for another’s fate, he was still expected to toil and strain to save the very person who’d brought him ruin—and was even bitten by that ungrateful brat in the process.

His lip was torn open.

The wound still burned fiercely as Fernando, fuming, hauled that white-eyed wolf of a kid up from the sea.

With a sharp splash, he broke the surface of the water.

Pale golden strands clung, dripping wet, to the boy’s flushed cheeks—flushed whether from anger or lack of breath, he could not tell—as droplets trailed from his chin into the waves below.

Fernando gripped the back of that fellow’s collar tightly, straining to keep them both afloat on the shifting sea.

He licked his lips, winced in pain; seawater against broken skin stung all the more sharply.

Gazing at the still-unconscious figure—he could see only a head from his angle, a tangle of soaked golden hair—Fernando was sorely tempted to smack that mop of gold just to wake its owner up, if only to make his own struggle less lonely.

But in the end, he resisted the urge.

After all, he didn’t know whether the golden-haired idiot could even swim.

One had to admit, saving someone conscious and flailing was far more troublesome than saving someone unconscious and blessedly still.

The former might just drag you down with them.

Expelling a long breath, Fernando fought to balance himself on the rolling surface as he turned in every direction, hoping to spot the shoreline.

But he saw nothing at all.

Everywhere he looked was shrouded in thick, heavy fog—an impenetrable darkness with visibility near zero. Apart from the restless sway of the sea, there was nothing to be seen.

Pressing his lips together, another stab of pain shot through his head. The bitter, briny taste of seawater still lingered in his mouth.

Moments ago, the fog had been his shield, hiding him from those two men. But now, that same fog had become a formidable obstacle.

He wanted to tow the golden-haired man back to shore, but the haze was so dense he couldn’t make out the coastline.

Though faint moonlight glimmered through, tilting his head revealed no stars overhead—there was no way to use the night sky to tell direction.

Setting aside the question of whether his slight arms and legs held enough strength to carry the golden-haired man back, what if he swam the wrong way and drifted into the deep sea？ That would be a dead end for them both.

After a long hesitation, Fernando gazed uneasily at the wall of fog surrounding him, afraid to act rashly.

Perhaps... better to wait a while？

Wait out the night. When the sun rises, the fog will burn away, and then he’ll be able to see where the shore lies.

Fernando entertained that thought at first, but it wasn’t long before he realized waiting would get them nowhere.

It was far too cold.

His body soaked in the frigid seawater, every minute stripping away what little warmth he possessed.

His body was gradually cooling; if this continued, he would lose consciousness.

Once that happened, the danger would become dire.

Panic stirred within Fernando, but however anxious he felt, he had only just arrived in this strange and unfamiliar place. No solution came readily to mind.

Beside him lay only the still-unconscious golden-haired man, incapable of offering any help. For the moment, all Fernando could do was stare helplessly at the fog, which showed no sign of clearing and instead thickened even more.

He felt utterly lost.

He had no idea what to do next.

What could he do to keep himself... and this man... alive？

As Fernando grappled with his uncertainty, his wandering gaze came to rest on the wet, matted strands of golden hair before him.

His heart gave a jolt.

He nearly forgot—by the original course of events, "he" should have already sunk into the depths and drowned by now.

Yet the golden-haired man had survived.

Judging by his condition, self-rescue was impossible, which meant someone must have come at this moment to save him.

That thought spurred Fernando to scan the fogbound waters once more.

After all, the golden-haired man was Destiny's Chosen, known more commonly as a Planar Child—born with a halo of survival, and supposedly destined to find help wherever he went.

Therefore, there had to be someone... someone who would come here to save him.

But in the dead of night, with darkness all around and fog blanketing the sea, who on earth would be out here at such an hour？

It couldn't possibly be that the murderer had a pang of conscience and came back to save him, could it？

......

............

Or could it be... because this destined cannon fodder didn’t die when he was supposed to, a butterfly somewhere fluttered its wings—and because of that, the rescuer never came？

In that case, was he here to help this Destiny’s Chosen... or to bring about his doom？

Fernando’s mind swirled with a tangle of anxious hopes and wild guesses, when suddenly a splash sounded in his ears.

His eyes lit up, and he immediately turned toward the source of the sound.

The sea lay veiled in mist, hazy and ghostlike.

Through the whispering splash of water, a figure emerged from the fog not far away, surging toward him at astonishing speed.

The youthful glimmer of hope in his deep blue eyes suddenly contracted in terror.

As if struck squarely on the head, Fernando felt a deafening buzz in his mind, every drop of blood in his body freezing in an instant.

He watched in horror as, not far ahead, a sleek black triangular fin sliced through the fog and sped straight toward him.

The razor-sharp fin cutting through the water made his scalp crawl.

A sh—sh—sh—shark!

Fernando was on the verge of tears from sheer terror.

The savior he had longed for never came—instead, a harbinger of death appeared.

He stared rigidly at the approaching shark, feeling that his luck had bottomed out completely.

Though his body instinctively screamed to flee, terror had seized his limbs—they refused to move.

Besides, reason told him that in the water, he could never outswim a shark.

Maybe pushing the unconscious Golden Retriever away could buy him a few seconds to escape—but no, not only were their fates bound together—if the Golden Retriever died, he would die as well— even without that, he could never bring himself to shove someone into a shark’s jaws. Such cruelty was beyond imagination.

As the splashing grew louder, Fernando’s heart sank into utter despair when several more fins surfaced behind the first one, cutting through the fog.

Swimming toward them was not one shark—but a whole pack. Counting the dark fins rising from the water, there were at least five or six, some large, some small.

Question: In the open sea, what can two unarmed boys do when faced with a pack of notoriously ferocious sharks？

Answer: Abandon resistance, lie flat, and wait for death.

Even knowing it was futile, fear still drove him instinctively closer to the golden retriever, pressing himself against it, both of them pale-faced as they stared at the swarm of sharks only a few yards away.

He never imagined... after struggling so hard to escape the fate of drowning young, he would still end up in a shark’s maw.

Better to have drowned earlier than to be bitten to pieces, mouthful after mouthful, by a shark.

At least it would have been less painful.

With a sigh deep in his heart, Fernando closed his eyes and awaited the inevitable.

Chirp~~

A thin, clear cry suddenly rang by his ear; Fernando felt as though something had bumped into him.

Just a bump—without the tearing pain of flesh and blood he had dreaded.

Chirp chirp~~

Splash.

Alongside the delicate, repeated cries came the sound of nearby waves slapping the water.

Fernando felt himself bumped again, his body swaying naturally in the water. He nearly sank, but instinct kicked in—he flailed in the water to regain the surface, eyes snapping open.

The very instant he opened his eyes—

Splash.

He saw a great burst of spray leap up from the sea, a curved figure carving a graceful arc in the night sky.

The sleek, glossy black shape, high above the water, caught what little light the night offered—like a crescent moon rising from the sea. It was breathtaking.

Huh？ ...A dolphin？

Before Fernando could react, the dolphin that had just leapt from the sea landed with a plunk, sped around him in a swift circle, and finally stopped in front of him, its body upright with only half its head above the water.

Its fan-shaped tail moved gently, while the two fins at its sides brushed the waves one after another.

A pair of shining, jet-black eyes regarded him curiously, and it let out a clear, melodic cry.

Damn!

So it’s a dolphin!

The sharp swing from terror to relief left Fernando teary-eyed with excitement; he couldn’t help but swear inwardly.

Nearly scared me to death!

Shaken and thrilled in equal measure—face drained of color, tears spilling—Fernando blinked at the little dolphin.

The small dolphin gazed back at him with round, glossy black eyes, tilting its head in a way so irresistibly cute.

Fernando hesitated, then tentatively reached out to gently stroke the dolphin’s head.

Its skin was soft, strikingly elastic, and smooth to the touch—wonderfully pleasant.

The little dolphin, brimming with curiosity and completely unafraid of humans, gazed over with its large, watery black eyes. Using its long snout, it inquisitively nudged the tiny hand of this rare—for it—human child that had just touched it.

Chirp~ (So soft~)

With a cheerful squeak toward the human child, it gave its tail a playful flick.

Then, suddenly turning its head, its eyes lit up in delight, as if it had just discovered some incredibly fun toy.

In the next moment, the little dolphin dipped underwater, then swished its tail and joyously arched upward—

Fernando watched wide-eyed as the dolphin burst from the water in a graceful leap.

Caught completely off guard, his hand that was holding onto the golden-haired boy loosened involuntarily.

And right before his astonished eyes, the golden-haired boy was lifted clean off by the dolphin’s thrust, tracing a long, glimmering arc over the waves and landing half a meter away.

Fernando: "？？？"

What just happened？

Chirp-chirp~

Chirp-chirp-chirp~~

The little dolphin squeaked merrily, swimming forward while gleefully nudging its new toy.

A nudge—then another.

So much fun~~

Fernando: "............"

Completely dumbfounded.

Wait... why does the rescue of this Child of Destiny look so utterly wrong？
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Clear, delicate squeaks rippled through the air as another young dolphin darted out from the side, joining its playmate to give the new toy another friendly push.

The two little dolphins chased and bumped, nudging and bouncing the "toy" like a ball, swiftly driving it forward across the waves.

All the while, they squeaked in delight, clearly having the time of their lives.

By the time Fernando finally snapped out of his daze, the dolphins had already taken turns pushing the new toy far, far ahead.

For a moment, Fernando felt an inexplicable mix of emotions.

Faced with the effortless rescue of this unconscious Planar Child, was he supposed to express at least a token bit of envy？

Chirp-chirp~~

With another energetic push, the golden-haired boy soared again, tracing a brilliant curve above the rolling waves.

The sight sent a chill down Fernando’s spine.

No—absolutely not jealous!

I have zero desire to be batted around by dolphins, thank you very much!

Watching as the true Destiny’s Chosen was propelled farther and farther away, soon vanishing into the mist, the genuine cannon-fodder Fernando splashed into action, resigning himself to chase after them by swimming.

But compared to the dolphins’ speed, he was far too slow—he couldn’t catch up at all, and was instead steadily left behind.

Seeing that the group of dolphins and the golden retriever were about to vanish from sight, Fernando grew anxious. He began paddling harder, determined to at least keep them faintly in view—otherwise, once the dolphins were gone, he feared he’d lose all sense of direction in the thick fog.

Perhaps it was the louder splashing from his vigorous strokes that caught the dolphins’ attention.

From the pod already swimming ahead, a noticeably larger dolphin suddenly wheeled around and, in the blink of an eye, swam back toward him.

The big dolphin circled Fernando once, then abruptly dove beneath the surface.

Fernando felt his body grow unexpectedly light—and in the next moment, he found himself lifted clear of the water.

It turned out the dolphin had surfaced directly beneath him, hoisting him onto its back and out of the sea.

The dolphin’s skin was sleek and smooth; Fernando nearly slipped off. Instinctively, he grabbed hold of the upright dorsal fin before settling securely onto its back.

The big dolphin let out a gentle chirp, as if to reassure him.

Compared to the two juvenile dolphins barely over a meter long from earlier, this adult was far larger—two to three meters from nose to tail—easily strong enough to carry the still-childlike Fernando.

With a powerful flick of its fan-shaped tail, it sent up a spray of seawater and surged forward to rejoin its companions.

Perched atop the dolphin’s back, Fernando watched the waves part rapidly to either side, felt the exhilarating speed skimming over the water, and the dense fog whipping across his face.

Several young dolphins nearby alternated between playing with their toy ball and leaping out of the sea. Around him sounded the bright chirps and the rhythmic slap of waves. One particularly mischievous youngster even swam ahead of his ride, leapt over his head, and showered him with spray.

Immediately, the little dolphin received a playful swat from the adult’s tail and squealed in response.

Glancing left and right, dripping wet and chilled by the sea breeze, Fernando nonetheless clung to the dorsal fin and broke into sudden laughter at the sight of the little dolphins circling him.

Without understanding how, he had arrived in this wholly unfamiliar world. Though he kept reminding himself to stay calm and go with the flow, deep down he felt both alarmed and uneasy.

Now, astride a great dolphin amid the rolling waves, watching the smaller dolphins’ carefree play, he was overcome by the sensation of being in a wondrous, fantastical realm.

That extraordinary feeling swept away much of the unease that had lurked in his heart.

It didn’t take long before the dolphins escorted him and the golden retriever to the edge of the beach.

Before they parted, the cheekiest little dolphin waggled over, wagging head and tail, and gave him a gentle nudge with its head.

Fernando stroked the little dolphin’s head.

He said softly, "Thank you."

Thank you for being the first kindness to someone suddenly cast into this world, anxious and afraid.

Thank you for giving me a tangible sense that I truly am in this world.

The little dolphin, head cocked to one side, of course couldn’t understand the words, but it felt the kindness carried in the eyes of the young human before it.

It chirped at the young human again, as if to say "Let's play again next time," then flicked its tail and happily darted off after the companions that had swum far away.

Fernando watched them go.

Then, with the waves ceaselessly pounding the shore, Fernando used every ounce of strength—two steps and a gasp, three steps and a pause—struggling for quite a while before he finally dragged the golden retriever ashore.

Once ashore at last, he plopped down on the white sand, panting with exhaustion.

So heavy!

And yet the little dolphins had buoyed it along as if it weighed nothing.

After a long bout of panting, Fernando finally had the strength to look around.

It was a beach carpeted in sand; the grains were so pale as to be nearly white, and they were extremely fine—soft to sit upon.

He scooped up a handful; as it sifted through his fingers, it felt smooth as satin.

The mist had been thick out at sea, but on shore it had thinned to almost nothing.

Tilting his head back, he saw a bright moon and sparse stars in the night sky.

In the tranquil darkness, the only sound was the waves striking the beach, rising and falling.

Bright moonlight poured down; the fine white sand reflected it, as if glowing.

Fernando cast his gaze into the distance; far away, beneath the night sky, at the limits of his sight, he could faintly make out the hazy silhouette of a towering, magnificent city.

Enormous walls stood upon the earth, and a lofty building with a diamond-shaped crown rose between heaven and earth.

Fernando stared, lost in thought, at that city that was both strange and familiar to him.

Unfamiliar, for he had never laid eyes on it.

Familiar, because "he" had grown up in that city since childhood.

That vast city was the most prosperous and splendid in the Podoyas Kingdom—Podoyas Royal City.

It was where the earlier "he" had always lived, and where the person he was now would live for a long time to come.

Moonlight fell upon the drenched youth, glinting off the water on his skin.

After gazing absentmindedly at the distant city for quite some time, he drew in a deep breath; the confusion in his eyes gave way to a look of firm resolve.

Since I’m already here...

For the sake of that forebear—

And even more for the sake of preserving his own life—

Drawing a steadying breath, he rallied himself inwardly. Fernando turned, intending to rouse the golden-haired youth.

Moments ago, amid the dense fog over the sea, he couldn’t see clearly; now, under the bright glow of the moon, he finally discerned the boy’s features.

Around thirteen years of age, the youth lay quietly on the sand, his damp hair of pure gold spilling over his cheeks.

His skin gleamed with a pearly sheen beneath the moonlight; fine, pale lashes, tipped with droplets of moisture, cast faint shadows upon his face.

His facial contours were distinct, with the flawless lines of a finely chiseled statue.

Beneath the moon’s gaze, the fair-haired beauty lay in tranquil slumber—crimson lips and white teeth framed by wet golden hair strewn upon pale sand. Beads of water slipped from his hair’s ends, trailing down his cheeks to seep into the sand, leaving damp marks upon its whiteness.

His lips parted slightly, releasing soft breaths; in the hushed night he seemed like a sleeping prince from a fairy tale.

Yet to someone who had nearly drowned because of him, the heart remained hard as iron.

Slap. Slap.

He began to pat the golden-haired boy’s face without ceremony.

In his eyes, this fellow was nothing more than a thankless wretch—one who had nearly cost him his life, and had even bitten him when Fernando tried to help—so his hands were far from gentle: slap, slap, slap.

Of course, the slapping wasn’t out of spite or vengeance; it was simply to wake the golden-haired boy.

Ahem—though perhaps his hand was, possibly, maybe, just a touch heavy.

Well... only a touch.

Look, the other’s delicate skin hadn’t even flushed from the slaps.

Yet perhaps the drug those kidnappers had used on the golden-haired boy was far too potent, for after all his effort, he remained utterly motionless.

Fernando sighed in frustration and gave up.

It seemed he’d have to wait until the boy woke of his own accord.

Watching him sleep serenely, untroubled, with no idea of the peril he’d escaped, Fernando’s gaze drifted to his still faintly sore lips. Irritated, he gave the boy’s cheek a pinch.

Soft... the feel was truly pleasant.

Thinking so, Fernando pinched him again, almost without realizing it.

The face of the thirteen-year-old boy was soft, his skin delicate; at a gentle pinch, the flesh of his cheek would yield, only to spring back at release, supple and resilient.

Fernando couldn't keep from smiling.

Suddenly, he understood why the little dolphins had played with such glee.

Just as the memory of the dolphins nudging the golden-haired youth made him chuckle, the slumbering boy’s lashes fluttered, and he slowly opened his eyes.

Long lashes, beaded with tiny droplets of water, caught the falling moonlight and diffused its silver glow into his gaze.

His eyes shimmered faintly, like gemstones kissed by dew.

Yet these two jewels were not of the same hue.

One gleamed like emerald jade, while the other was dark as obsidian beneath a night sky.

At the sight of such rare heterochromatic eyes, Fernando was taken aback for an instant.

Unbidden, his mind conjured the image of a golden Persian cat with beautiful odd eyes, softly mewling at him.

Hmm... oddly endearing.

Immersed in the vision, Fernando forgot that his hand was still pinching the boy’s cheek.

............

Upon waking, the golden-haired youth saw a boy of about his own age leaning over him.

Moonlight poured down from behind that boy.

Against the light, he could not make out the features of the one before him.

A strange place, a stranger’s face—he froze instinctively.

His gaze was hazy; his thoughts, muddled.

He faintly recalled being drugged while half-awake and carried from his bedroom... later, as though adrift, sinking and rising in water...

He thought he had glimpsed something in the backlit depths of that water... but the memory eluded him.

While his mind was still dazed, a droplet of water suddenly fell onto his face.

He looked up.

In his pupils was the image of a boy pinning him down, with wet golden hair strikingly similar to his own, though much paler in shade.

Droplets cascaded from that pale gold hair, another splashing onto his skin.

His mismatched eyes narrowed faintly.

Noticing that the boy was staring straight into his eyes, his expression darkened, a shadow of cold hostility flashing beneath his gaze.

"Let go."

His voice was rough, the rasp of one still in the throes of adolescence.

No sooner had the words left his lips than he raised a hand and, with a sharp smack, knocked away the offending hand from his cheek.

A sharp pain shot through his hand, and Fernando let out a low gasp. Realizing he’d been caught red-handed pinching someone else’s face, embarrassment flooded him, and he sheepishly withdrew his hand.

Seeing the other pushing up from the ground to sit, he quickly scrambled backward to give the other room to rise.

But just as he straightened his upper body, retreating, the blond youth—already seated—cast him a dark glance and suddenly swung his hand—

Smack!

The crisp sound cracked through the stillness of the night.

The blond youth had struck Fernando hard across the face.

The unexpected blow sent Fernando’s thoughts reeling for an instant.

A second later, a searing pain flared across his cheek, burning into his head.

Pain—

He thought.

It really hurts.

Kneeling in the sand, Fernando hung his head, one hand covering the left side of his face where a bright red mark was blooming against his fair skin.

Damp strands of pale-gold hair fell over his eyes, shadowing them from view.

His expression was hidden, only the droplets dripping from his hair tracing wet paths down his cheek could be seen.

Watching Fernando sit silently with his head bowed and hand pressed to his face, a faintly satisfied look crossed the blond youth’s handsome features.

He lifted his chin slightly, unmistakable arrogance glinting in his eyes.

He raised a hand toward Fernando.

"Help me up," he said.

His voice was hoarse, the command carried in its tone.

He extended his hand with the air of someone accustomed to obedience, expecting the other to pull him from the ground.

—Just as he had done countless times before with the servants who once surrounded him.

He saw the boy kneeling opposite him—slightly younger—look up. The hand that had been covering his face fell away, revealing a pair of ocean-blue eyes beneath the veil of pale-golden hair.

The hue was the same deep blue as the vast sea stretching endlessly behind him.

A bead of water trickled from his damp fringe, sliding down from the corner of those blue eyes, giving them a misty shimmer.

He watched as those eyes began to curve, a slow, subtle smile forming within them.

The boy’s smiling eyes arched like the crescent moon hanging in the night sky behind him.

Clear and luminous, those eyes seemed even softer, almost endearingly bright when they smiled.

Yet for some reason, an inexplicable chill crept over his heart.

"Alright."

He heard the boy say.

No sooner had the word left his lips than a fist came flying.

A heavy punch.

Thud!—it landed squarely on his left eye.

The violent pain exploded, blanking his mind for a heartbeat.

His entire left eye already bruised and swollen, he stared blankly ahead, as if unable to comprehend the fact that he’d just been hit. For a long moment, he simply could not snap out of it.

............

Ah, that felt good.

Confronted by the arrogant, ungrateful brat before him, Fernando finally lost his patience. And when the boy condescended to extend a hand as though granting him the favor of being helped up, Fernando’s fist shot out—fast and vicious—squarely into the other’s eye socket.

Retracting his fist, he rose to his feet, eyes fixed on the fresh bruise encircling the boy’s left eye, a wave of satisfaction washing over him.

"Still want me to help you up?"

Fernando looked down at the brat, smiling cheerfully—gentle, amiable, harmless at first glance—yet the crackling sound of his fingers flexing carried an unmistakable threat.

If the boy persisted in playing the lofty master, Fernando had no qualms about giving his right eye the same treatment.

Bruises may differ in shade, but symmetry ought to be maintained.

Even if this insufferable brat was destined one day to sit on the throne of this land, conquer countless nations, and forge a vast empire whose glory would echo through the ages—

At the end of the day, he was not of this country, and Fernando had no intention of indulging him.

And if the boy bore a grudge？ Well, once the mission was complete, Fernando would simply disappear, leaving him with no trail to follow.

Just as Fernando was itching to deliver another blow, the golden-haired youth—dazed for so long—finally began to stir.

Eyes wide, he stared at Fernando, one hand pressed to his bruised left eye.

In a sudden rush, tears spilled down his cheeks.

Fernando: "............"

Yes, this golden-haired youth—said to be destined either to become a heroic emperor or a ruthless Tyrant—was at this very moment sitting in the sand, crying right in front of Fernando.

Clutching the injured eye, he sobbed softly, tears streaming in an unbroken trail.

Fernando: "I..."

Young Emperor: "Hngh..."

Fernando: "You..."

Young Emperor: "Hngh..."

Fernando—fingers still cracking audibly: ""

Hmm.

This was the most important Child of Destiny in all of history.

This was Clayton the Great, who in the correct course of events would dominate the continent, sweeping through the world invincible, commanding the submission of all.

This was also the blood-soaked Tyrant of the corrupted timeline, whose grim cruelty claimed countless lives and struck fear into every heart that heard his name.

......

............

..................

I do not believe it!!!
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Fernando, still with fists clenched and fingers flexing, stared in utter bewilderment at the golden-haired boy seated on the ground, shedding tears as big as pearls.

For a moment, he was at a loss.

If the blond kept up that arrogant air, even throwing out threats, he would never indulge that nasty temper—he’d go in head-on, even if it meant a brutal brawl. At the very least, he’d make sure the other eye got an identical blue mark, so there’d be no favoritism.

But...

The blond was crying.

The guy was crying.

Crying from a single punch he’d thrown.

Hm... apart from being flustered, there was this odd, inexplicable sense of accomplishment—what was that about？

After all, landing a punch on the Child of Destiny isn’t an achievement just anyone can unlock.

That little twist of events quenched much of the fire in his chest, as if the other’s tears had doused it. Fernando frowned in thought, then bent down and reached a hand toward the blond.

Yet the blond, catching sight of his hand extended toward him, reflexively shrank back.

The wary look said it all—clearly afraid he’d throw another punch.

Fernando could only smile wryly. "Don’t be afraid. I won’t hit you. I’m just going to pull you up."

The golden-haired boy stayed silent for a moment, then lifted his eyes to him.

Those beautiful heterochromatic eyes, veiled with a watery mist, glistened with tears; loose strands of gold hair lay against skin the shade of milk.

That face was almost too pretty—lips lightly pressed, teary gaze locking on you—like some pampered Persian tomcat, sulky and pitiful after being clawed into trouble and then severely scolded.

Even with Fernando knowing full well that this precious Persian cat’s temperament was utterly foul—arrogant and venomous—he still found the last trace of his anger melting away under the boy’s disarming beauty.

He shifted the hand he’d offered, hinting for the other to take it.

The boy hesitated for a heartbeat, then reluctantly placed his hand in his.

Fernando pulled the boy up from the ground, watching as he raised a hand to wipe away tear streaks from his face—only to smear himself with grains of white sand clinging to his skin. His face scrunched up in visible discomfort, nose twitching with a trace of grievance.

The clumsy sight almost made Fernando laugh.

Forget it.

He thought.

The kid was only twelve or thirteen, still in the throes of voice change. Temperament like that couldn’t be corrected in a day—it would have to be a gradual process.

"My name is Fernando."

Fernando said, "And you?"

The boy’s pale, fine lashes fluttered once, and those moonlit, mist-glass eyes turned to Fernando, catching his shadow in their depths.

His voice was low, rasped by adolescence.

He said, "Clayton."

"Clayton, huh..."

Fernando felt a wave of disappointment.

Clayton—without a doubt, that was the name.

He had been clinging to a faint hope that perhaps he had come to the wrong place or mistaken someone else for him—but now, even that last shred of hope was gone.

"You were kidnapped, and I got caught up in it by accident. We were both dumped into the sea. Luckily, I woke up in time and didn’t drown, so I dragged you ashore with me."

"That's pretty much what happened. If you think about it, I actually saved your life."

"So remember this—next time something like this happens, don’t go around throwing punches so easily."

After briefly explaining the situation, Fernando turned to glance at the sky. It was still pitch-dark; dawn was a long way off. He turned and began walking upward along the slope.

He had barely taken a step when someone tugged at his clothes.

"Where are you going?"

Clayton held onto his shirt, his expression tense—as if afraid he would be left behind.

"Going to find a place to rest for a bit before sunrise," Fernando said, yawning as weariness tugged at his voice. "You were sleeping soundly the whole time, you know. It nearly killed me to drag you all the way to shore."

Still yawning, he continued forward, while Clayton followed obediently behind him, like a newly hatched duckling trailing after its mother.

Seeing Clayton like that, Fernando let out a silent sigh in his heart.

The thought that his mission was to turn this tearful, timid, soft-hearted Persian cat—one who fought only the weak—into a fearless, invincible emperor made his vision darken with despair.

The road ahead was steep and shrouded in gloom.

...............

Dawn had not yet broken; the night still lay heavy over the land.

Clayton sat quietly on the sand, his back against a rock, listening to the ceaseless waves battering the shore.

The crashing of the sea was loud, yet he felt no trace of sleepiness.

After an indeterminate stretch of time, he turned his head to look at the person beside him.

The boy who had punched him earlier was now leaning against a rock, head tilted to the side, sound asleep.

He watched in silence for a while. When he was certain that the other was deeply asleep and would not wake easily, he leaned closer.

He studied that boy—Fernando—carefully.

He leaned in so close that his hair nearly brushed against the other’s fringe.

They both had golden hair, but Fernando’s was several shades lighter—a pale, silken blond.

Judging by his face and build, he seemed about the same age as himself, his relaxed, sleeping face still carried the softness of youth.

The ache in his eye sockets still lingered. Clayton stared at Fernando, his gaze darkening, growing heavier inch by inch.

In the darkness, he stretched out both hands and clasped them around the other’s throat.

Fernando, sunk deep in sleep, remained completely unaware.

Clayton did not move any further.

Yet the way he fixed a cold gaze on Fernando looked as if he might at any moment clamp down on the other’s throat and strangle him right there with his own hands.

Never—he had never suffered such humiliation.

The first time.

It was the first time he’d been hit.

The first one.

This guy was the first person who dared lay hands on him.

No one had ever dared treat him like this.

From childhood onward, as far back as he could remember, he had been the center of a crowd, having whatever he wanted and doing whatever he pleased.

People always coddled him, indulged him; even when he lost his temper and hit someone, the servant he struck would smile and apologize again and again.

The servants around him tended to him with painstaking care; all these years, he had never so much as scratched his skin.

Mind you, even his father had never so much as touched a single hair on his head!

And yet this fellow actually dared—

Clayton fixed his gaze on Fernando, his mismatched eyes brimming with vicious hostility.

What’s more, this guy actually dared to keep staring straight into his eyes.

He knew his eyes were not like other people’s—an oddity. Even his parents disliked them, so ever since he was small he had loathed anyone staring at his eyes.

Yet this guy not only dared stare into his eyes, he even presumed to touch his face.

With someone so brazen, what was wrong with giving him a slap？!

Clayton had assumed this man would be like his servants—slapped once, he would immediately and fearfully admit fault.

After all, that was how it had always been.

To him, it was only natural.

But he never imagined the boy would swing and plant a fist on him, leaving him dazed in an instant.

It hurt.

It hurt so much.

He had never hurt like this.

For the first time, he knew what it felt like to be hit.

So this is how much it hurts.

It hurt so badly that, while his mind was still reeling, his body was already shedding tears of its own.

When he came to and, feeling he’d lost face, tried to rein in the tears, he suddenly noticed that the boy who had just threatened to give him another punch now looked at a loss upon seeing him cry.

The fist the other had clenched loosened as well.

He realized at once.

The person before him was unlike his servants; he would not coddle him or indulge him.

Moreover, the boy clearly yielded to gentleness, not to force.

If he didn’t want to be hit again—didn’t want to feel that pain again—he had to keep crying.

So he forced himself to keep crying.

At that moment, Clayton’s gaze was icy as he looked at the sleeping Fernando.

Fernando slept quietly with his head tilted against the rock, lips slightly parted, breathing steady—utterly defenseless.

The slender neck now caught within his grasp could easily be crushed—if only he exerted his full strength...

A flicker passed through his heterochromatic eyes, and Clayton slowly released his hold.

Not yet.

He thought.

From childhood to this very day, he had never once stepped beyond the confines of the estate. Now, thrust into a strange and unfamiliar place, he found himself utterly at a loss.

If he wished to return safely, he would have to depend on the boy called Fernando.

He still needed to make use of him, so no matter how deeply he detested him at this moment, he would have to endure.

Clayton fixed his gaze on Fernando, his beautiful face clouded with shadow.

Revenge need not be taken in haste.

Once he had returned safely, this person would be of no further use. Then his servants would kill the insolent wretch who had dared treat him so.

Clayton withdrew his hands and stepped back from Fernando.

He sat back down, closed his eyes, and waited in silence for dawn to arrive, as if nothing at all had taken place.

............

Fernando remained fast asleep, wholly unaware of what had just transpired.

He did not know how much time had passed before a shaft of light fell across his face.

Awakened by the shifting sunlight, Fernando lifted his head; the morning glow sank deep into eyes as blue as the sea.

The mists over the ocean had vanished at some indeterminate hour.

Fernando opened his eyes, and the vast, rolling ocean spread out before him in its entirety.

As far as the eye could reach, the splendid azure stretched to infinity; on the surface, countless waves rose and fell in ceaseless rhythm.

At the line where sea met sky, a thousand rays burst forth from the horizon, tinting the blue waves with a fiery crimson glow.

Morning had come.
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