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She, to whom I had devoted my entire life, lost her life before my very eyes. But I had a second chance at life that even I didn't know about. .. In this life, I will never let her die.



-The cover was drawn by artist Punipuni. This illustration is a cover that has received permission from the original copyright holder for commercial use.


Ch.1 - 0. Prologue
# 0. Prologue

People don't change easily.

Not even if parents and teachers lecture them endlessly.

Not even if school bullies beat them to a pulp on rainy days.

Not even if they graduate from the academy ranking dead last out of 600 students.

People don't change from such trivial things. Such minor incidents won't suddenly transform a shut-in who only plays games into a model student.

That was me.

At first, I hated my situation, so I made what I considered efforts.

I tried studying, attempted exercise I'd never done before, and even approached classmates I'd never spoken to.

But it was all meaningless.

I claimed to study hard, but my grades never improved.

I sat at my desk with a pen in hand for five hours a day, but my academic performance barely changed.

I also tried exercising diligently. I hated this pig-like body of mine...

But that passion didn't last long either.

Despite continuing to exercise, my body showed no significant changes, and from that moment, my enthusiasm only waned.

And when I mustered the courage to speak to my classmates, all I got in return was:

"What's with this loser? Are you friends with him?" Harsh words and contemptuous glares.

After that, I never initiated conversation with anyone again.

In truth, these were all trivial matters.

Looking back now, I failed because my efforts were insufficient, but back then, I didn't know that fact—and probably wouldn't have wanted to know it.

Back then, I wasn't trying to live in reality or face it.

While continuing that monotonous life...

I met her.

She welcomed me with a smile as bright as the midday sun.

Me, who had been utterly useless until then.

But even someone like me began to change rapidly after meeting her.

Despite attending the academy, I couldn't use a single proper spell, yet she taught me magic.

She showed me the joy of exercise when I had been confined at home, rekindling the passion I once had.

She transformed me from someone who couldn't even defeat a single slime into a splendid hunter.

We spent a long time together, and during that time, our relationship deepened.

However, there could never be anything between her, a noble princess, and me, merely a baron's son.

Yet I always remained by her side.

Even when she entered a political marriage with someone whose existence she hadn't known until then.

Even when she gave birth to a beautiful child who looked just like her.

Even when she ascended to the throne as Empress.

Even when her empire reigned supreme over many countries and her fame spread throughout the world.

Even when she fought on the frontlines every day to protect the country during the war against the demon race.

And even in that moment when she departed from this world.

I always stayed by her side.

Not right beside her, but always watching her from somewhere.

Always hoping for her happiness from somewhere.

Always speaking and acting for her from somewhere, sometimes hurting others for her sake, sometimes getting hurt for her.

I didn't live my life as "myself."

I always lived as her dog, serving her from beneath.

But I never regretted or hated that life.

Even now, at the end of my life.

I never resented my past self.

The self who lived his entire life as her dog.

The self who cried alone when hearing of her marriage.

The self who was overjoyed at the news of her coronation.

The self who wept endlessly like a dog who lost its master in front of her grave, babbling useless words to someone who no longer existed in this world.

But I did have one small wish.

It wasn't much, really.

I just wanted to see her again.

I wanted to see her again—the one who was my everything, my entire life.

And if she were to return to me, I would never let her die like she did that day.

But such a miraculous thing would never happen to me.

I was already aware of that fact, but still, I prayed to the heavens.

I prayed for that miracle to find me, to let me see her again, to regain my lost master.

Before sleeping, before eating.

While hunting.

While training soldiers.

At my home, at the training grounds.

At the park during walks.

At her grave.

And even at the final station of my life.

But the miracle never came to me until my death.

I was disappointed by that fact, but there was still one possibility left for me.
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This is my status window.

It was an impressive status window, even by my own standards—one could say I had no equal in the current era.

But that's not what's important right now.

What we need to focus on is the skill [???: EX].

This skill was naturally added to my status window after her death.

It started at the lowest rank, F-, but gradually increased over time. Until just now, it showed as SSS+, the highest rank, but as death approached me, the skill's rank changed.

EX rank.

I had never heard of it before.

Even in the status information of all the great figures throughout history, EX rank couldn't be found.

But it was there in my status window.

So I decided to believe in this mysterious skill.

It was pathetic of me to cling to such a thing now, but there was no other possibility left.

The chances might be extremely slim, but I decided to bet my fate on that slim possibility, even if it meant being deceived.

I was at the edge of a cliff, after all.

I had no idea what lay at the bottom, but I had to firmly believe someone was there.

So I jumped off the cliff.

With a somewhat peaceful expression, I soared through the air, firmly believing in the possibility that someone at the bottom would catch me.

And just before hitting the ground, someone from the sky caught me.

"You look quite peaceful?"

Chris.

A dear friend who came to the hospital to witness my final moments.

If I had stayed by her side, he had stayed by mine.

He had fought countless battles with me, always sharing hardships and joys.

We had embraced and wept together over the deaths of close comrades, shared the joy of victory in war, and even in old age, we would drink together and reminisce about the past.

I hated the fact that no one else was in the hospital room, but...

'Better than no one at all.'

I gave my final greeting to my friend and fell to the ground.

"This is the last day. Can you drink alone without me?"
"That would be difficult."

At my words, his eyes reddened, and seeing that, I too felt a lump in my throat.

"See you later, my old friend."

-Beep beep beep beeeep-

***

I opened my eyes in a space that was neither familiar nor completely strange.

I tried to get up from the bed, but my body felt incredibly heavy.

My weight didn't seem much different, but my muscles had become extremely weak.

However, I managed to get up somehow.

"Where am I?"

My memory was hazy.

Fortunately, the moment I looked in the mirror, I understood my current situation completely.

As I barely managed to stand before the mirror, a figure I could never forget appeared before my eyes.

It was myself before I met her.

The past me who knew nothing but gaming and eating.

I picked up my phone to check the exact time.

It was July 21, 674.

Seeing the current date on my phone, it finally started to sink in.

"I've returned to the past."

In the end, there was someone at the bottom of the cliff, and that possibility had become reality.

And the fact that I had returned to the past excited me.

Seven years before I met her.

It was a time when I was beyond salvation, before I even entered the academy.

But I was different from that hopeless boy.

Now, I could save even this hopeless self.

And at this moment, I made a resolution. To meet her again.

And in this life, I would not let her die.

Now, I think I can change.

People don't change easily.

But people only don't change "easily"—if they face adversity that pushes them to their limits, they eventually change.

Whether they want it or not, people ultimately cannot overcome that adversity in their current state, so they transform into someone who can.

I've already experienced it once. The first time is hard, but the second?

From now on, I must strive for that second experience.

After recalling my past self who served as her right hand through blood and sweat, I escaped from this stifling room.

And headed straight for the gym.

'First, I need to do something about this damn body.'
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There was a phrase I always used to say during this time.

"It's too hard, I can't do it."

Too hard to do, huh.

Looking back now, it was such a pathetic thing to say.

How many things in this world aren't difficult?

Even tasks that seem easy come with their own hardships for those who do them.

Any task will cause suffering, either physically or mentally, or both.

And if you want to gain something, you need to pay with your money, time—in a word, effort.

But during this time, I didn't know that fact.

Actually, whether I knew it or not doesn't matter now.

In the end, I lacked effort in any form, and because of that, I had to live a gloomy life.

But now it was different.

Even though I'm still "me" from this time, now I know.

I know what effort is, how important it is, and how to apply it.

And I also know what I should do with the results gained through such effort.

"Huff... huff... huff..."

I was desperately running on the treadmill, breathing heavily as it operated without pause.

Not only the household servants but even my parents looked at me strangely.

"The young master has gone beyond ten days."
"My goodness, this is unbelievable..."
"Still, he'll probably quit soon."

Originally, most of my efforts would end after about 4-5 days.

But since this behavior was unprecedented for them, they seemed to find it even more fascinating.

And while most people viewed my transformation positively, there were those who didn't.

They didn't say it outright, but I could tell just from their eyes.

The back of my head burned from their mocking gazes that seemed to say, "How long do you think you'll last?"

In the past, I was excessively conscious of these stares, but not anymore.

I already knew these gazes held no value for me and brought me no benefit.

That's why I could focus on my diet regardless of how much they glared or what they said behind my back.

"Still though..."

Being young was definitely good.

My body tired quickly, but my stamina returned rapidly, and the fat on this pig-like body was disappearing at an unbelievable rate.

'My stats are improving nicely too.'

Normally, working out doesn't raise your level much, but given the current situation, even light exercise was steadily increasing my level.
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It was a pathetically shabby status window, but I was quite satisfied that I still had skills left, and the Returner trait that helped with growth was also a consolation.

Still, it seemed I'd have to work hard to raise the skill ranks.

'Almost all of them are F.'

I thought they had dropped too much, but thanks to that trait I mentioned earlier, that thought somewhat faded.

[Trait: Returner]

[Leveling up, skill acquisition, and skill rank-up become much easier.]

[Also grants the skill 'Returner's Privilege'.]

[Returner's Privilege(5): SSS]

[Designate one person and randomly acquire one of their skills.]

[Designation is only possible through physical contact.]

[Cannot designate someone who has already been designated once.]

[Can only be used 5 times, and acquired skills start at the lowest rank, F-.]

Not just the trait, but this "Returner's Privilege" skill was also incredibly overpowered.

Though it says random, being able to acquire someone else's skill...

I could acquire difficult skills without any cost, and with luck, even unique skills from the designated person.

Although starting from the lowest rank would make them difficult to use immediately after acquisition, it was clearly an absurdly powerful ability even considering that limitation.

I had a few people in mind, but they were all people I couldn't meet right now.

Still, if I entered the Royal Academy as planned, I would be able to meet some of them.

If possible, I'd like to use this skill on her too.

Since she's two years older than me, I'll be able to see her at the academy during the year she spends as a third-year student.

Although she was royalty, unlike other royal family members, she hid her identity within the academy and lived as an ordinary student, which would make it somewhat easier to approach her.

Right now, I need to lose weight and build up my skills with the goal of entering the Royal Academy.

The Royal Academy can be seen as the epitome of the Kainis Empire's meritocracy, valuing only ability.

Everything from admission to treatment within the academy, graduation eligibility, and career paths after graduation is determined solely by ability.

That's why simply being a Royal Academy graduate is an incredible achievement.

If you can graduate from the Royal Academy, you genuinely have outstanding skills and perform well in your work.

'Indeed, those with good credentials did work well.'

There's a reason credentials are valued.

Rather, those with poor credentials tend to have excessive pride.

The saying "position makes the person" exists for a reason.

Of course, I didn't have good credentials...

Last place in a third-rate academy.

Thinking about it again, it was an embarrassing dark history that made me hang my head in shame.

While I was feeling embarrassed about my dark past, someone approached me.

"Working hard again today, I see."

It was my mother.

Her name is Ellie Veros.

The moment I saw her, my emotions surged and my eyes grew moist.

I gritted my teeth to hold back the tears that threatened to fall and answered her.

"I need to work hard now, I'm at that age."
"Don't overdo it, take breaks when needed."
"Yes, of course. I won't overdo it."

Mother gave me a gentle look of concern before leaving the gym.

Though it had been 20 years since I'd seen her, my mother looked no different than she did 20 years ago.

She had accepted me, a hopeless case, with warm hands, and even when I became an adult and endured all sorts of hardships by the Empress's side, she offered me various comforts and advice.

Seeing her again like this naturally made me emotional for a moment.

At the same time, seeing my mother gave me strength.

As she said, I won't overdo it, but I'll work as hard as possible within my body's limits.

Of course, it's already tough, but it doesn't seem to be straining my body yet.

***

"Wow... I'm really dying here."

After exercising for about two more hours, my body was screaming at me to stop.

I decided to obediently listen to that voice, so I stopped working out and was taking a short rest on the bench.

But then...

'Who is it?'

I could feel someone's gaze watching me as I lay there without any particular thoughts.

"Wow, you're at it again today?"

It was my sister's voice, which I found quite annoying.

For some reason, just hearing her voice irritated me.

When I left this world...

I hadn't seen her for about three years, so I thought there might be some emotion when meeting her again.

But a sister is still a sister.

"But aren't you going to die doing that?"
"I won't die from something this trivial."
"I don't know why, but you seem quite different from before? Like you're a different person."

As expected, she has incredibly sharp intuition.

"It's just your imagination."
"Well, I guess so. Keep it up. Tell mom I'm going out to meet a friend."

My sister put down the water bottle she was holding and picked up her phone.

"Sure, thanks."
"Hey, so where are we meeting?..."

She left the house while talking to someone on the phone.

'Come to think of it, she had a lot of friends.'

Now that I think about it, she was actually quite good-natured.

Both my sister and my parents were people with decent social relationships.

'I was the only mess.'

I felt embarrassed again about my dark history of having only online gaming friends.

While resting on the floor, I was looking up various things on my phone.

'Academy entrance exam... equal weight on written and practical tests...'

I was definitely confident in the written part.

In my previous life, as the captain of the Empire's knights, I had to acquire various knowledge.

Thanks to that, there was no way I couldn't solve problems meant for 16-year-olds entering the academy.

As I was looking up information about the current situation of the Empire and the Royal Academy...

-Katalk!-

Suddenly, someone contacted me through KakaoTalk. It was that gaming friend I mentioned earlier.

-Did something happen? You haven't logged in once for a week.-

To think that not playing the game for a week would make him think something happened...

Setting aside such gloomy thoughts, I left him this reply:

-I probably won't be able to log in much from now on. I have some things I need to do.-

Now is not the time to be playing games.

Not entirely, but games were a significant factor in why that time in my life turned out the way it did.

Well, it's a poor excuse, but back then I needed such excuses.

After all, I didn't have the courage to place all the blame on myself.
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On a cool, breezy autumn day.

A young man with jet-black hair stared intently at someone's grave.

Though he appeared to be a 17-year-old boy, perhaps due to the power of mana, his essence seemed otherwise.

The young man gazed at the large grave with such a wistful look in his eyes that it was impossible to believe he was only 17.

He spoke incomprehensible words to the grave.

"The weather is really nice today. I wish the Empress could feel it too."

His pitiful lips trembled as he addressed the grave.

"Are you eating well? I'm not eating well, but you must eat properly, Your Majesty."

He seemed to be denying the reality of her death.

Yet it was somewhat puzzling that he would react this way, since he had witnessed the Empress's death, attended her funeral, and even worked on her grave.

It was both strange and pitiful that despite having seen and felt her death more clearly than anyone, he refused to accept it.

Afterward, like a dog that had lost its master, he continued to stay by the grave, constantly speaking to it.

Though no one answered his words, he continued speaking as if it didn't matter.

"The new Empress is really incompetent at her job."

He spoke ill of the new Empress.

"But the new recruits are doing really well. I selected them myself, and I think I chose well."

He praised his subordinates.

"I tried something called pizza the other day, and it was really delicious. Have you tried it, Your Majesty?"

He talked about the food he had eaten.

"Ah, it's time now. I'll come back later. Next time, I'll bring that ice cream you liked, so look forward to it."

Finally, as if his time was up, he bid farewell to the grave and left.

After that, though his visits became less frequent, he continued to visit the grave whether it rained or snowed.

That is, until the news of the Knight Commander's death was announced.

***

"Ugh... that dream again."

Lately, I've been dreaming about talking to myself at her grave.

I actually did that in real life, but having it happen in my dreams too made me feel strange.

It was as if all those past events were being recalled in my mind.

-Knock knock-

While I was rolling around in bed, half-asleep, someone knocked on the door.

It was probably the maid of our house.

'She's probably going to tell me breakfast is ready.'

"Young master, breakfast is ready."
"Okay, I'll be right there."

After washing my face in the bathroom, I headed to the dining room on the first floor.

When I arrived, the table was set with many dishes, but there was no one else except me and the maids.

One of the maids, noticing my gaze, explained the situation.

"The others have already left."

Surprised, I checked my phone and saw it was 11:20 AM.

'I woke up really late.'

While eating the food laid out on the table, I browsed through today's news articles on my phone.

[Massive Appearance of A+ Grade Dungeons]

[Heavy Rain Expected Nationwide Tomorrow]

There wasn't anything particularly special, but one article caught my eye.

[October 15th Decided as Royal Academy Entrance Exam Date]

October 15th—since today was September 1st, that meant I had about a month and two weeks left.

Now that my body had recently returned to a normal weight, it was time to start leveling up.

'But...'

I recently realized that I didn't seem to have that much fat to begin with.

'It's coming off really quickly.'

I never thought it would be possible in just a month.

So I had been thinking, 'Do I need to pass the entrance exam with just the written test?'

But now, I might be able to put that thought aside.

Still, it would be nearly impossible to raise my level to match my peers in just a month and a half.

The average level of those who would pass in the top ranks of this entrance exam would be around 90 to 100.

My current level is only 24...

It's a pathetic level, but I have to try my best until the end.

Since I'm almost certain to get a perfect score on the written test, I might be able to secure a high ranking if I do well.

For that to happen, I need to level up like crazy from now until the exam day.

The most efficient way to level up is to clear dungeons, but in my current weakened state, even the lowest F-grade dungeon might be a close call.

'But maybe I can clear it thanks to my skills?'

Even with a low rank, having many skills is a good thing.

Normally, kids my age—around 16—would be considered geniuses if they had one unique skill and two common skills.

But in my case, I have two unique skills, five common skills, and even three passive skills, which are supposedly hard to obtain. This will be a huge advantage in competition with my peers.

However, the lack of levels is a significant disadvantage that offsets these advantages.

That's why, as soon as I finished eating, I grabbed only my phone and a dagger and headed to the Hunter's Guild.

When I opened the door to the Hunter's Guild and went inside, a very familiar scene entered my vision.

And as if it were natural, I looked for the dungeon request notice on the bulletin board.

I examined the remaining dungeons there.

There were still many ranked dungeons left, but I didn't have much choice.

As planned, I chose the closest F-grade dungeon.

'F-grade, huh...'

Originally, with Chris, we were veterans who could clear even S-rank dungeons with just two people, but now I was just a 16-year-old kid.

I sighed and headed toward that F-grade dungeon.

"It's definitely small."

When I arrived at the marked location on the map, a structure that was embarrassing to even call a dungeon greeted us.

Like a proper dungeon, magical energy was leaking through the cracks of the building, but the amount was pitifully small.

Having only seen dungeons of enormous size fit for a king of a country before, this one looked even smaller than its actual size.

"But I have no choice now..."

As I trudged into the dungeon, the interior, which had looked dark from outside, gradually brightened as candles began to light up one by one.

As it brightened, the monsters inside the dungeon came into view.

-Keeeeek!-

Various monsters from inside the dungeon greeted me.

They were adorably weak E-grade monsters.

Normally, they would be trembling in fear, but now I was just as weak and adorable a hunter.

Since I couldn't let my guard down, I used a skill from the start.

-Swoosh-

A pitch-black sword formed rapidly in my hand.

My first unique skill.

[Sword of Darkness].

[The Sword of Darkness is summoned to your hand]

Right now, it has such a modest description, but the true value of this skill appears as its grade increases.

Looking at the sword in my hand, I carefully opened my mouth.

"It's been a while."

The cool sensation from the sword spread throughout my body.

It was a sensation I had felt countless times, thousands and tens of thousands of times, holding this sword throughout my life.

Yet it felt fresh, as if I were holding it for the first time.

"Well, it is the first time with this body."

As memories of the first time I held this sword flashed by, I finally felt like I was making a new start in my second life.

"Ah... back then, I was with the Empress..."

Wondering what she might be doing now, I charged toward the monsters that were still emanating killing intent toward me.

***

"Hmm..."

An ordinary female student with light brown hair that suited her well was organizing books in the library.

As a member of the student council and a library assistant, she was having busy days.

Though she appeared to be an ordinary model student to anyone who saw her, she had a secret that no one else knew.

"Princess, you're here again today."

That's right.

She, who lived under the name Diana at the academy, was actually Elizabeth Michael, the princess of the Kainis Empire.

"Riel, you shouldn't call me that at the academy!"

She was someone who used formal speech even with her maid, Riel, the only person at the academy who knew she was a princess.

"There's no one around."

Despite their master-servant relationship, they seemed extremely close.

"By the way, we'll be third-years next year, Riel!"

She seemed to have high expectations about becoming a third-year.

Riel, beside her, also seemed to have expectations, but appeared to be interested in something else.

"Next year, you absolutely must get a boyfriend. Otherwise, you might end up marrying someone you've never even seen!"

Riel seemed more interested in her romantic affairs.

However, contrary to Riel's wishes, she didn't seem to have anyone in mind.

"There are too many trash people who don't even treat commoners as human beings."

She stared into space with a somewhat angry expression.

Riel knew exactly who she was thinking of, so she couldn't refute her words.

Still, Riel didn't give up and tried to encourage her not to abandon thoughts of romance.

"Then what do you think about the first-years coming in this time?"
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"What? The freshmen?"
"Yes, there are a few promising ones among the new freshmen. Like Chris, Rakel, Briton. You know, a few of them."

There were quite a few excellent students among the incoming freshmen.

Whether in terms of skill, lineage, or appearance, it was hard to find any shortcomings in them.

However, unfortunately, she had never once thought of them as potential romantic interests.

When she looked at men, she valued their character and whether they genuinely cared about her, but they simply didn't match her ideal type.

Among them, Chris had a good character, but he only served her with the mindset of a future subject, not seeing her as a woman.

"Well, it seemed like the princess wasn't interested anyway."
"Don't ask if you already know."
"Actually, I wonder if the princess just dislikes men?"

She frowned and immediately denied Riel's words as if telling her not to talk nonsense.

"That's not it at all!? I just haven't found the right person for me."
"Then let's make sure to find someone next year."

She spoke with a wistful expression.

"I hope so."
"If you just showed your real face, you'd have many men flocking to you, right?"
"How would that be any different from a political marriage? If they all know I'm the princess..."
"Even if they know you're the princess, there could be someone who would truly love you."
"So far, there hasn't been anyone like that..."
"Well, you haven't lived that long..."

As Riel said, she was very young, so it might simply be a lack of experience, but she thought about her mother and grandmother's cases.

"I'm just saying that's what I've seen and felt."

***

"There's nothing quite as thrilling as hunting."

I felt exhilarated looking at my blood-soaked sword.

The taste of hunting after so long was incredibly sweet.

In a state of indescribable ecstasy, I faced the dungeon bosses.

But as soon as I realized the bosses' identity, I felt an indescribable disappointment.

"This is the boss? You've got to be kidding me."

The bosses that appeared before me were five goblins, estimated to be around level 20.

I was thoroughly disappointed by the bosses' identity, but there was nothing I could do about it.

"Hey, come at me."

I beckoned with my finger, taunting them to come.

The goblins easily fell for my provocation and ran toward me as if entranced.

"Well, at least it's good for raising my skill rank."

I activated another one of my unique skills, Final Moment of the Mortal.

[User's life force gradually decreases.]

[In return, the user's abilities increase significantly.]

[The degree of ability increase and life force reduction varies according to rank. Current rank: F+]

When I activated the skill, I felt a burning pain in my heart, but my body became faster and stronger.

"Are you guys scared?"

As soon as I activated the skill, the goblins that had been running toward me became terrified and trembled in fear.

Their appearance was pitiful, but I had no intention of sparing them.

"Sorry, I'm a bit busy."

I charged toward them with a murderous aura.

-Slash. Slash. Slash. Slash. Slash.-

With each swing of my sword, blood spurted from the monsters' bodies.

But the monsters had no choice but to accept their fate without any resistance.

The monsters lay on the ground in a cruel state, their heads and bodies split in two.

By the way...

"This is definitely tough."

Using this skill freely with only an F+ rank was quite a strain.

The life force reduction penalty was too severe, so I deactivated the skill as soon as I finished off the monsters.

"Using it for about 2 minutes is probably pushing it."

However, true to the skill that had made me the number one in the Kainis Empire, its effect was incredible.

To defeat five level 20 goblins so easily while being level 26...

No wonder Chris used to complain about my skill advantage.

"Skills are also a form of ability..."

Right now, the dungeon's reward was more important.

I searched every corner of the dungeon and finally found a treasure chest.

"The reward is..."

As usual, only magic stones were placed in the treasure chest.

Still, there are many cases without any treasure chest, so I had to be satisfied with this.

Magic stones sell for quite a bit, so I had no complaints.

"What time is it now?"

As I left the dungeon feeling somewhat satisfied, the warm sunlight still greeted me.

"Doesn't seem like much time has passed?"

I checked the time on my phone and saw it was only 3 o'clock—still too early to go home.

"Might as well do more."

I decided to go back to the Hunter's Guild to report on the dungeon I had just cleared and then clear another dungeon.

I should do as much as I can.

"I can't be satisfied with just this much."

I set off toward another dungeon.

"Oh... this is going to be tough, ha... ha..."

I couldn't help but laugh dryly at the horde of monsters rushing toward me.

***

In the end, I stayed in dungeons until sunset before returning home.

"Ah! Hey, that hurts. I said it hurts!"
"Just bear with it, it's not even that painful and you're exaggerating..."
"It's not exaggeration, it really hurts!? Ow!"

My younger sister was treating my wounds after I had become covered in injuries from clearing dungeons.

"But what's with you suddenly going to dungeons?"
"I'm planning to take the entrance exam for the Imperial Academy."
"What!?"

She seemed quite surprised by my goal.

It hurt my pride a little, but I couldn't help it.

"What? Got a problem with that?"
"No, not really...."

She hesitated a bit while gauging my reaction.

"What is it? Just say it."
"Um... do you think you can make it?"

She seemed to be considering my feelings.

She didn't need to do that...

"Of course."
"Seriously?"
"Of course."

I was genuinely confident.

So confident that it might cause problems.

"...."

Her expression changed slightly at my answer, which showed not even a hint of hesitation.

"Do you realize how absurd what you're saying is?"
"Just watch for a month, and be prepared to be amazed after that month."

It was understandable that she didn't believe me, but I was determined to enter the Imperial Academy.

I had to.

"Fine, whatever. Good luck."
"You should start preparing too, you know?"
"Me? Don't worry about me. I'm different from you."

I used to think, 'Where does this confidence come from for a mere 15-year-old?'

But now I knew the extent of her talent.

"Still, you should pay attention to the written part. Don't regret it later."

She was an unfortunate person who failed to achieve her goal of entering A-class upon admission because of her written test scores.

I hoped she would listen to my advice, but...

"You just worry about yourself."

Of course she wouldn't.

She is my sister after all...

She's certainly one of the most stubborn people you'll ever meet.

"But why are you so confident?"
"You'll know everything in a month~ Just stay in the dark for now."
"Then why do you want to enter the Imperial Academy?"

I was a bit taken aback by her unexpectedly sharp question.

"I've found someone I like, and that person attends the Imperial Academy."
"What!? Really!?"

She showed an intense reaction to the mention of someone I liked.

As expected of a teenage girl who's very interested in love and romance.

"Yeah, really."

Well, it wasn't exactly a lie.

I was certain that I had admired and served the Empress more than anyone else, but I had also liked her romantically more than anyone else.

That's how I was back then.

Of course, it's probably no different now.

"I liked her a lot."
"How did you meet? Tell me!"

I haven't even seen her once in this life yet?

"Um... well... I haven't actually met her yet."
"Huh?"

She glared at me with a harsh expression, as if about to say, 'What nonsense is that?'

"What nonsense is that?"

As expected.

I knew she'd say that.

"But I'll see her a lot from now on."
"What, is she an idol or something?"
"Well... you could say that."

An idol... that wasn't exactly wrong.

The Empress was incredibly popular among many people.

"Getting involved with an idol would be quite troublesome, you know?"
"You're not saying it's impossible though?"
"..."

She just stared at my face without saying anything.

"I am pretty handsome."
"Wow... you're really obnoxious."
"You're not denying it?"
"Ah, yes, yes. You're so handsome~"

Her tone was quite irritating, but it was a rare compliment from my sister, so I let it slide.

"Anyway, don't push yourself too hard... our parents are worried..."
"Thanks for worrying about me."
"What!? I'm not saying I'm worried about you!?"

-Slam!-

She quickly left my room, desperately trying to hide her reddened face.

"She's so easy to read."

Just be honest.

Always speaking in roundabout ways was her habit.

In the past, I was so dense that I didn't notice, but now I did.

"I wish I had realized sooner..."

If I had, at least I wouldn't have thought I was alone...

It was truly regrettable.

"Come to think of it..."

I don't think I did enough for my family in my previous life.

Always following her and only caring about her, I was too neglectful of my family.

"I hope it's different this time... I wonder if it will work out?... I don't know."

I hope it does.
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Admirably, she had been worried about her brother who had been pushing himself too hard lately.

Of course, her mother and father were concerned as well, but not as much as she was.

"Sleep well."

The girl with radiant golden hair, bright as sunshine, slowly closed the door after confirming that the boy had gone to bed.

She wore an expression of immense relief.

"Is your brother asleep?"

She automatically turned her head at the familiar voice.

As expected, her mother was standing where she was looking.

With a warm expression like sunshine.

"Yes, he's sleeping now."
"Take good care of him."
"Yes, although he doesn't seem to think he needs it."

She finished with a slightly pouty expression.

It seemed she had some grievances with him.

"Still, look after him. He is your brother after all."
"I was going to anyway."
"But what was he doing that made him come home like that?"

Though her mother didn't show it much, she seemed curious about what her son had been up to.

In a way, it was only natural.

Do parents need a reason to worry about their children?

"He said he's trying to get into the Imperial Academy. I don't know what's gotten into him."
"The Imperial Academy?"
"Yes."
"How interesting."

Both she and her mother had been very interested in the changes they'd been seeing in him lately.

They wondered what had happened to make him work so hard and what he was trying to achieve.

"But why is he like that?"
"He said he likes someone, an idol? A celebrity? Anyway, someone who attends the Imperial Academy."
"That's interesting too."

Even before he became a gaming addict, when his social relationships were still decent, he had never shown interest in romance.

And of course, during his gaming addict phase, even less so.

"Maybe he's going through puberty now."
"That could be it."

Though she didn't really think so, she agreed with her daughter, not wanting to dampen her spirits.

And as she looked at her son's room, she thought:

'Something must have happened.'

She recalled her son who had looked at her with reddened eyes, choking up.

'He'll tell me when the time is right.'

She decided to turn a blind eye for now, trusting her son.

Hoping deep in her heart that someday he would tell her about it...

***

"Mother, Father. I have something I want to tell you today."

The house was filled with tension from the morning due to my announcement.

Everyone who heard my words was giving me questioning looks.

"You all know I came home covered in wounds yesterday, right?"
"Yes, we know very well. We were quite worried about it."

My parents' expressions darkened a bit when I brought up yesterday's incident.

"I'm sorry. For yesterday, and for everything until now."

Like my sister, my parents seemed to have been quite worried.

I was touched by that fact, but now wasn't the time to indulge in such unnecessary sentiments.

"Such things will happen occasionally from now on, because I've found something I want to do."
"So what is it you want to say?"
"Please don't worry if I come home looking like that in the future. That's my request."

When I finished speaking, my father laughed so hard he nearly split his sides.

I was a bit surprised by this, as were my sister and mother.

Only after laughing for quite a while did my father speak.

"Alright, I won't worry and will just watch."

My father showed his curiosity with a subtle expression.

"Still, I'd like to know what it is you want to do."
"I'm trying to enter the Imperial Academy."

After hearing my words, my father spoke with a pleased expression.

"That's good. Work hard. I'll support you with all my might."
"Thank you, Father."

He seemed a bit surprised at me calling him "Father," but soon showed his characteristic hearty laugh before returning to his room.

"I'll support you too. Do your best."

Following my father, my mother also gave me her support before returning to her room.

They must have suffered a lot because of me until now, but I was so grateful that they didn't mention it at all.

"Hey."

I turned my head abruptly, startled by my sister's sudden voice.

"What?"

She fidgeted with her lips as if she had something to say.

"You better pass the exam..."

Following my parents, even she was supporting me. This situation made me incredibly happy.

That fact naturally lifted the corners of my mouth.

"What's with that expression!?"

She frowned after seeing my face.

I couldn't see my own expression, but judging by her reaction, I must have been making an extremely strange face.

"I'll pass. I'm confident."
"That's good to see. It's a hundred times better than before."

She was right. Compared to my former self, I was growing tremendously.

But a mere hundredfold improvement was ridiculously insufficient.

"I need to get even better from now on."
"That sounds like something an adult would say."

Because I am an adult.

"It really doesn't suit you."

That comment was absurdly ridiculous, but it wasn't wrong.

I was far from being an adult.

Even after becoming an adult, I had failed to act like one, behaving like a child instead.

I didn't take responsibility for my actions like an adult should, and like a child, I ignored my mistakes.

Thinking about how pathetic I had been made me feel even more determined to work harder.

"But what does it matter if it doesn't suit me? I'm not an adult yet anyway."

Not an adult yet...

If I were my former self, those words would have been quite touching, but the situation was different now.

Back then, I might not have been an adult as she said, but now I definitely was.

Others might not see me as an adult, but in my own mind, I was one.

"Why did your expression get so serious again? Was I wrong?"
"It's nothing. I'm not an adult yet, that's true. 'Not yet.'"

***

Starting from the day I first went to the dungeon, I practically lived there.

Whether the weather was good or bad, regardless of my condition, I went to the dungeon every day without fail, like it was my job.

As my level started to support me somewhat, I began clearing E-rank dungeons instead of the F-rank ones I used to go to, which made things much harder.

It was already difficult before, but...

On days when I went to the dungeon, I always returned home covered in wounds, and each time, she would take care of me while grumbling.

"I told you to be careful! You could really die!"
"But I didn't die."
"This isn't something to be taken so lightly! Don't you see this blood?"

She always scolded me while looking at the blood I had shed.

Her words were nagging and scolding, but I didn't dislike them.

"Learn some healing magic, seriously! Anyone who's not a completely talentless idiot can learn it easily, so why don't you?"

As she said, if I learned healing magic, I wouldn't have to suffer like this, but...

"You think I haven't tried?"
"What? Are you learning it?"
"No, that's not what I meant..."
"Then what?"
"I'm saying I'm that talentless idiot."
"..."

Unfortunately, I had no affinity for magic.

I had remarkably no talent for it, and as she said, I couldn't even learn the supposedly easy healing magic.

My luck really was terrible.

"Just hurry up and treat me instead of standing there with that blank expression."
"But I have some talent for magic, so why don't you?"
"Do you want to get hit?"

Her teasing tone made me a bit angry.

It was especially irritating because she actually did have considerable talent for magic.

I had envied her talent in my previous life too.

Showing great aptitude for lightning magic and healing magic, she had thrived despite being an adult, unlike me, which made me incredibly envious.

"Or should I teach you? It's my specialty."
"No, it's fine."

One must know when to give up on things that won't work despite effort.

Effort doesn't solve everything.

"Aren't you being too dismissive?"
"A person should know when to give up."
"Seems like you've tried a lot already."
"Well, yeah."

As always, "giving up" is one way to solve a problem.

Not that I particularly like it.

"So what level are you now?"

She asks me that question every time I come home in this state.

Until yesterday, her tone suggested "All that suffering just to reach level what?" but today was different.

She was looking at me with an expression of genuine curiosity.

"Sixty-four."
"Sixty-four!? You've leveled up a lot!"

I certainly had made significant progress.

Considering that my goal was to reach level 60 before the exam, being at level 64 now, with the exam just a week away, was definitely high.

"You'll soon be close to my level."
"What level are you?"
"Me? Ninety-one."

Wow... 91.

That's certainly high.

She probably ranks overwhelmingly first among her peers.

Having already undergone her first awakening and obtained her unique skill, the gap between her and her peers would have widened even more.

"Are you first in your class?"
"Of course. I've always been first among the middle school students."

Although it's middle school, being first at the Imperial Academy is no easy feat.

Especially since at the Imperial Academy, students undergo their first awakening through an exam held in the third year of middle school.

This makes it quite disadvantageous for first and second-year students without unique skills to reach the top ranks.

Nevertheless, she was a genius among geniuses, proudly maintaining the first position.

"Then, want to have a match with me?"
"A match? You mean a duel?"
"Of course, what else?"
"Where's this confidence coming from?"

She looked genuinely surprised.

"I happen to be exceptionally good against magic users. So, are you in or not?"
"Well, alright."
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"When are we going to do it? Isn't now a bit much?"
"No, it's fine. Let's do it now."

She spoke while looking at my body.

"Aren't you concerned about your condition?"
"Well... I think I'll be fine?"
"Let's just do it tomorrow, tomorrow."

It would certainly be dangerous to have a confrontation with her in my current physical state.

"Alright, let's sleep for now and do it tomorrow."

Since there was absolutely nothing to gain from being stubborn, I decided to obediently follow her suggestion.

***

"I'm in good condition today."

After a good night's sleep, I woke up feeling in peak condition, like I could fly.

Thanks to that, I developed the absurd confidence that I could beat anyone right now.

"You seem to be in a good mood."

She also appeared at the training ground at the appointed time, fully prepared.

"How much did that staff cost?"

The staff in her hand was gleaming with golden light, as if flaunting its presence.

"About 8 million won?"
"That's quite expensive."
"Why? Do you think it puts you at a disadvantage?"
"No, I was just asking."
"If you're that concerned, should I fight bare-handed?"

Just like me, her confidence was also sky-high.

"You'll lose even with that staff, you know?"
"Where's this confidence coming from?"

She raised her staff with a displeased expression.

She seems upset by my confidence.

*Swoosh.*

I summoned my sword and said:

"Obviously, it comes from my skill."
"A unique skill? Interesting."

She looked at my sword with interest.

"We start when you say 'begin'?"
"Yeah."

Although the match started with a light heart, this moment was quite serious.

"Ready."

An incredible tension filled the training ground as we stared at each other with eyes full of killing intent.

"Begin!"

As soon as the match started, she raised her staff to cast magic, and I immediately rushed toward her.

Her magic tore through the ground and approached me at a frightening speed.

True to lightning-attribute magic where speed is essential, it boasted tremendous velocity.

*Crackle!*

I desperately fled to avoid the magic.

Normally, there would be no need to dodge magic, but right now the rank of my Black Sword was far too low.

"Are you running away now?"
"It's called a strategic retreat."

In truth, "one step back for two steps forward" would be a more fitting description.

I approached her while dodging her magic to close the distance between us.

Her magic was extremely difficult to avoid, but not impossible.

"You dodge well?"
"Well, it looks like it would hurt a lot if I got hit."

If I were to get hit even once by mistake, I'd have to forget about the dungeon and spend the day resting in bed.

Since I didn't want to miss going to the dungeon, I tried my best not to get hit.

*Crackle! Crackle!*

Magic with lethal power hindered my approach, but I eventually managed to reach her position.

The match was almost decided now.

I was at a disadvantage from a distance, but in close quarters, I had a much greater advantage.

"Now I've won..."

Just as I pointed my sword at her and was certain of victory.

Her staff began to shine brilliantly, and the atmosphere around us changed dramatically.

With a serious expression, she declared powerfully:

"You'd better be careful!"

*CRACKLE!!!*

Ellin's unique skill, 'A Ray of Brilliant Light.'

A powerful skill that made Ellin one of the strongest forces in the Kainis Empire.

A massive beam emitted from Ellin's staff was about to engulf me at a terrifying speed.

"Ugh!"

With my current speed, I couldn't even think about dodging, so I quickly used my remaining skill.

My stats increased dramatically thanks to Mortal's End.

I was startled for a moment, but thanks to the increased stats, I was barely able to avoid it.

"Hey! Are you crazy?! Are you trying to kill me?"

If I hadn't raised my stats with Mortal's End, I might not be in this world anymore.

In fact, I had never seen anyone survive after being hit by that skill.

"Don't exaggerate, I adjusted it so you wouldn't die even if you got hit."

Whether that was true or not, the fact remains that it would have been excruciatingly painful either way.

I scolded Ellin, but she seemed more interested in something else.

"More importantly, what was that? It looked like your stats increased?"
"Just a skill, a skill."
"Why did your hair and eyes turn red?"

Ellin was staring blankly at my red-tinted hair.

"I don't know either."
"When did you awaken anyway? While running dungeons?"
"Yeah, that's right."
"Wow, you must have really struggled, seeing that you've reached the second stage."

Seeing her speak so sincerely made me feel a bit guilty.

But it couldn't be helped.

"With that skill, you should do pretty well, right? You might even make it to Class A."
"I hope so, really."

Since there are privileges given only to Class A students, I'd like to get into Class A even if just barely.

"I originally thought there was no chance, but now it seems different."
"I told you to just wait and see."
"It wasn't just empty boasting after all."

It felt good to be acknowledged by someone as proud as her.

"Of course it wasn't."
"Let's end the match here for today and continue next time. Do well on the exam. I'll come to watch."

She's coming to watch?

The written portion of the Imperial Academy's entrance exam is divided into two categories.

Dungeon subjugation and one-on-one matches conducted in tournament style.

Excluding the written test, spectators are allowed for these two exam components...

"Why?"
"I'm curious, and many people come anyway. It's very common for families of test-taking students to come to the exam site."

She continued in a calm voice.

"Do well on the exam. I won't let you off easy if you fail."

***

The remaining week passed by at the speed of light, and finally, the day of the entrance exam dawned.

Our family, except for my father, was heading to the exam site on time.

My father couldn't come due to his tight schedule, which he deeply regretted.

"It would have been nice if Dad could come too."
"Dad is busy, you know."

My younger sister was also quite disappointed about that fact.

"Albert, how's your condition today?"
"Not bad."

Although my condition wasn't as good as the day I had the match with her, it was still decent enough.

At least it was good enough that I couldn't use "I was in bad condition" as an excuse.

"Mom, don't worry. I'll pass even if my condition is at its worst."
"You're quite highly rated."
"I sparred with her a week ago and almost lost."

Mother seemed extremely surprised by the fact that she almost lost to me.

It's certainly something to be surprised about.

"Really? No lie?"
"Yes, really."

Mother was looking at me with a somewhat surprised expression.

It was a bit burdensome, but not an unpleasant feeling.

"When we had that match last time..."

My sister and mother were chatting about this topic, and by the time their conversation was winding down.

We finally arrived at the exam site.

The exam site was crowded with countless people, so many that it was impossible to estimate their number.

"There are so many people. Which classroom do I need to go to?"
"Number 64."

We barely managed to find the classroom where I would take the written exam amidst the crowd.

"Do well on the exam."
"Don't guess the answers."

I entered the classroom after receiving their send-off.

Then I sat in my seat as indicated on the blackboard.

This place appeared to be an ordinary academic high school where normal students studied.

It had been a long time since I'd seen a school like this.

Seeing this school reminded me of the days when I attended middle school a very long time ago.

There were various incidents and I even dropped out, so they weren't good memories.

'I wonder what would have happened if I had gone to an academic school instead.'

While I was lost in such pointless thoughts, the exam start time quickly approached.

'What kind of questions will there be?'

Humanities subjects would definitely be included, and there was a high possibility of basic theoretical questions on magic and swordsmanship.

Still, they probably wouldn't be too difficult.

How hard could questions for 16-year-olds be?

Moreover, I had knowledge from the future that was on a different level from now, so I was even more confident.

"We will now begin the Imperial Academy written exam."

Following the proctor's instructions, I took out the pen prepared on the desk.

"The time limit is 50 minutes, and there are 50 questions per subject. Please mark your answers on the OMR card. The first subject is Korean language."

The proctors distributed the exam papers and OMR cards to the students.

When I opened the exam paper, I saw questions that were not much different from what I had expected.

'As I thought.'

With a brightened expression, I quickly began solving the problems.

The questions were certainly not high-level and were too easy for me.

I don't know how much time had passed, but I finished all the problems in a short time.

Since it was not possible to submit early and leave in this exam, I had to wait quietly even though I had solved the problems quickly.

'This is boring.'

With nothing to do, I spent time drawing small pictures on the notepad given by the proctor.

'I wish this would end soon.'
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"How was it?"
"Do they usually give questions like that?"
"Like what?"

Most of the questions were ordinary, but there were a few unique ones.

For example:

"How would you assassinate the king of an enemy country in a heavily guarded palace? Or, if your wife and child were poisoned with a deadly toxin, which one would you save? Things like that."
"But there weren't that many of those questions, right?"
"That's true."
"So did you answer them well? Usually, those questions are what separate the top-ranked students."
"I think I did okay."

Since these questions don't have clear correct answers, I can't be certain I answered them perfectly, but I don't think I did poorly.

"That's good enough."

The written test is important, but the practical test is equally important.

Since the written exam is already over, the wise decision is to put it behind me and focus on the next test.

Nothing is as foolish as dwelling on the past.

"The dungeon will probably be E to D-rank difficulty. It should be easy."

I felt reassured since E to D-rank dungeons were the same difficulty as the ones I'd been clearing repeatedly.

"Is it usually that low?"
"They lower the difficulty because you have to clear it alone. Nobody does something as reckless as clearing dungeons solo except you."
"..."

It's certainly true that dungeons are best cleared with a party, but I had my reasons for tackling them alone.

"But you wouldn't fit well in a party anyway. The pressure from that skill of yours would be too overwhelming."

Her sharp analysis was correct.

My unique skill, Final Moment of the Mortal, emits an intimidating pressure that affects all living beings around me.

Because of this, I don't work well with others unless they're clerics who can withstand the pressure or snipers who can maintain distance.

It might be manageable now with my low rank, but as my rank increases, the pressure will become more powerful, making it even harder to form parties.

"How did you know?"
"Because you never form parties."

The reason was simpler than I thought.

"Mental defense skills are definitely hard to come by. Many people don't feel the need for them."

She continued while looking at me.

"People only realize they need it after experiencing it firsthand."
"I don't have that skill either..."
"You don't need it. You can just activate yours first."
"What if the opponent has a defense skill?"
"Well... then you're in trouble."

To be honest, I really don't need it.

My skill can penetrate all mental defense skills except one.

"Does it get stronger when you raise its rank?"
"Obviously."
"Then wouldn't it break through most defenses?"
"It breaks through everything except one, if they're the same rank."
"One? Divine Protection?"

The only skills that can block it are the ones Aelin just mentioned.

Divine Protection.

It's a skill obtained when one's faith in the gods reaches its peak.

Each god's protection offers different abilities, but they all share one common effect: mental defense.

And not just any mental defense—the highest grade.

"That's right, that one blocks it."
"How do you know? Have you tried it?"
"It's just a guess. How could anything penetrate that?"
"That's true."

In reality, the absolute protection of the gods completely blocks it.

Completely.

"When does it start?"
"About 20 minutes left."
"I get the dungeon part, but what about the tournament? There are so many people."
"They divide us into groups, and you only fight five times. If you make it to A-Class, there's another tournament for rankings."
"Ah, that's too easy. So about 10 matches?"
"Don't underestimate winning nine matches in a row."

Though she said that, it would probably be difficult.

Unless I get extremely lucky with the matchups, I'll inevitably face monsters like Chris or Briton.

'Can I win?'

Chris mainly uses healing skills, so that might be manageable, but against Briton or Raycle, I'd probably be crushed.

'If only my skill rank were higher...'

It had improved quite a bit recently, but it was still E-rank.

Theirs would be around D+.

Even in terms of level, I'm at a disadvantage by about 40 levels.

"Yeah, it's going to be seriously difficult."
"Don't you know Senior Raycle? They're quite famous. Senior Chris too."
"That's what I'm saying—they're why it'll be tough."
"Just do your best."
"Have you fought them?"
"No, but you'll lose. With 100% certainty."

Her words crushed what little confidence I had left.

"But they don't know about your skill. Try to use that to your advantage. Your skill should at least help with the stat difference."
"The problem is it only makes us even."

My specialty is overwhelming opponents with raw power using my stats, but that seems impossible this time.

Plus, the demerit of my life force continuously draining means I need to end fights quickly.

"Still, I think I can manage."

While the situation is definitely unfavorable for me, there's still a small glimmer of hope.

As she said, they know nothing about my abilities.

If I can somehow use that to my advantage, I might have a slight chance of winning.

"When neither side knows the other, the one who doesn't panic wins."
"Let's say that's true."

Her point was valid, but it didn't quite apply to the current situation.

They might not know me, but I knew them.

In fact, I might know them better than they know themselves.

"Know yourself and know your enemy, and you'll win every battle."

This saying was more fitting for the situation.

Of course, even with perfect knowledge, victory isn't guaranteed.

"Huh?"

She looked at me with a somewhat confused expression.

I grinned and said:

"This time it's dungeon clearing, so just watch that carefully."

***

I was waiting for the starting signal in front of the dungeon assigned to my number.

My number is 3452.

Looking around, I could see people entering their respective dungeons in order.

'They must have worked hard to prepare all this.'

There were as many dungeons here as there were examinees.

Though they were low-ranked dungeons, the sheer number was not something to be dismissed.

How much magical power would be needed to prepare so many?

'So that's why they split the exam by dates.'

I began to understand why the entrance exam was divided over ten days.

Preparing dungeons for all students must be one of the many reasons.

Fortunately, those monsters don't seem to be here today.

If I had encountered them before entering A-Class, it could have been quite dangerous.

"Student number 3452, please enter."

When my number was called over the speaker, I immediately entered the dungeon.

The dungeon sensed my presence and illuminated its dark interior.

Numerous torches hanging on the dungeon walls welcomed me.

-Screech!-

Whether fortunate or unfortunate, the torches weren't the only things welcoming me.

Hideously deformed creatures were preparing to punish me, the unwelcome intruder.

"Mutants..."

I drew the iron sword I had prepared to welcome them in return.

'At least I can save my skills.'

Since videos of students clearing dungeons are uploaded to the academy's official website, using skills recklessly here could cause problems later.

Fortunately, this wasn't a difficult dungeon.

"Come at me."

I boldly leaped into the horde of monsters.

At that moment, my heart began to race wildly.

This thrilling sensation always finds me in new and unique ways.

"Indeed, a hunter belongs in the dungeon."

***

They were now watching his exam situation through a screen.

"Wow... he's really doing it the brute force way."

She was marveling at his straightforward approach.

"Aelin, is that how it's normally done?..."

His mother was worried about him.

However, his sister Aelin wasn't concerned.

"That seems to be his style. Don't worry too much. He's doing well."
"Is he really?"
"Yes, he's doing much better than I expected. As expected of my brother."

She said that to reassure her mother, but her thoughts were different.

'How is he so good? Can someone improve this much in just a month? Could I do that? Without using a single skill?'

He looked like a veteran who had explored hundreds of dungeons.

There was a huge disconnect between the person she knew and what she was seeing now.

'What's going on?'

He seemed like a different person, but when she was with him—

When she talked with him at length and exchanged conversations, she felt it.

He was definitely the person she knew.

His manner of speaking, habits, personality, and the way he treated her all confirmed he was who he claimed to be.

But the image of him on the screen now seemed so foreign.

"Aelin? What's wrong?"
"Oh, nothing. I just have something on my mind."

However, this change in him wasn't negative.

Considering how he used to be, it was a remarkable transformation.

He had quit the games he was always playing, started taking care of himself, and even had clear goals.

And the brother who had grown distant from his family had come close again.

All through his own strength and effort, without anyone's help.

This change was certainly good for the entire family.

'Well, whatever.'

Good is good.

Though the questions didn't disappear just because things were good, she could set them aside for now.

Right now, adapting to his changed self was more important than questioning the change.
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"Is this the end?"

After defeating the mutant wolf pack that served as the dungeon's boss, the exit opened.

But leaving just like this felt somewhat unsatisfying.

'Let's at least find a treasure chest before leaving.'

I searched throughout the dungeon for a treasure chest.

As I thoroughly examined the dungeon, something briefly glinted behind a particularly large torch.

I carefully cut down the torch.

-THUD!-

When the torch supporting the chest disappeared, the chest instantly fell to the ground.

This chest, with its antique appearance, looked quite old.

I slowly opened the chest, which resembled a worn-out antique.

-CREEEAK-

It made an eerie sound befitting an old antique, but the item inside was definitely not something to be dismissed as a mere relic.

'A pendant?'

Inside the chest was nothing but a single pendant.

Like the chest, the pendant had an impressive antique design.

The gem embedded in the center of the pendant was very small, but it exuded a strong presence.

I picked up the pendant.

As I lifted it, my status window reacted to the pendant.

[Pendant of Swiftness (Neck): F+]

[A pendant with a well-matched antique design.]

[Increases the wearer's Dexterity by 2.]

'2?'

It was an antique that only increased dexterity by a mere 2 points.

True to being equipment from a low-difficulty dungeon, it boasted modest performance.

Still, better than nothing.

I wore the antique around my neck and proudly exited the dungeon.

Once outside, an official guided me to the waiting room where my family was.

"How are you so good? Without even using skills."
"Isn't this level just basic?"
"I guess so, but how's that thing's performance?"

She pointed at the pendant I was wearing.

"Dexterity 2."
"2? Not 20?"
"Just 2."
"Wow..."

She seemed surprised by the pendant's formidable performance.

"Still, it's good to have. What's wrong with 2 more dexterity?"
"True, any stat increase is good for you."

In competitive fields, even small differences can determine victory or defeat.

There's nothing bad about having higher stats, so I should be satisfied with this.

"Where's Mother?"
"She went to buy something. Ice cream, I think?"
"Ice cream..."
"Why that expression? Don't you like ice cream?"
"No, that's not it."

The mention of ice cream unconsciously reminded me of someone.

And I recalled a summer day spent with that person.

***

"Aren't you hot, Lord Albert? You seem completely unfazed despite this sweltering weather."

Her Majesty the Empress was enduring the hot weather with a fan so small it could be held with one hand.

The black-haired young man watched her and said:

"It is quite hot. This is why I dislike summer."
"I also dislike summer somewhat. Rather..."
"You prefer winter, don't you?"

She seemed a bit surprised by his words.

"How did you know?"
"You mentioned it before, that you like cold things."
"I'm pleased you remember such details."
"The honor is mine."

A smile bloomed on his previously expressionless face, as if genuinely happy.

He was such a loyal subject that despite his busy schedule, he participated in events and remained by her side.

Seeing him like this, some officials thought:

'He must be exhausted...'
'He could rest a bit...'

People around admired how he neglected his own well-being for her sake.

Caring for and worrying about her even more than her husband did, he was, contrary to others' expectations, living a happy life.

He found happiness just seeing her happy, and justified all his hardships with just one of her smiles.

While some admired him for this, others found his situation pitiful.

Suddenly, the voice of someone who pitied him called out:

"Hey, take a break already!"

The voice belonged to Ellin Veros, one of the Kainis Empire's greatest powers and his younger sister.

She was speaking to him in a somewhat angry voice.

"I'm fine."
"Ugh! Really! What if war breaks out in your condition!"

Since the Kainis Empire was in the midst of war, Ellin wanted to use that as an excuse to make him rest.

He had been hiding in enemy territory for nearly two months to complete a mission she had assigned.

And immediately upon returning, he took charge of festival preparations.

"Then there's nothing I can do. And you should rest too. You just returned from a mission."
"How well did you manage during those two months that you're pushing yourself so hard? Did you even sleep properly?"
"..."

Indeed, he hadn't had a proper night's sleep there.

"Don't worry too much. I know what I'm doing."

Realizing it was impossible to reason with him, she stormed off somewhere in frustration.

He simply watched her disappearing figure and threw meaningless apologies into the empty air.

***

We decided to sit in the stands and watch the matches until my turn, eating the ice cream Mother had bought.

She and I discussed various things while watching the matches.

"He's really bad at fighting."

She criticized a student who had been utterly defeated by his opponent.

"He probably doesn't practice regularly."

The reason wasn't simply the stat difference with his opponent, but the lack of skill utilization.

She was somewhat angry about this fact.

"Maybe he awakened recently."
"No, his first awakening was six months ago."
"Do you know him?"
"Yeah."

Looking at him, her expression seemed uncomfortable.

I was curious why, but didn't ask.

I already knew, and moreover, it wouldn't be polite to her.

"Curious?"
"Not particularly."
"He used to stalk me."

When she was in her first year of middle school, she was stalked by a second-year senior.

Of course, she never mentioned it to her parents or me.

She didn't show any signs, so neither our family, her friends, nor her homeroom teacher knew about it.

"Why are you telling me this when our parents aren't around?"
"I just wanted to let you know. And don't tell Mom or Dad."
"Alright, but don't keep things like that to yourself."
"Huh?"
"Don't bottle everything up inside. You always cry alone where no one can see you. Don't do that—talk to us."

She was always like that.

Whatever happened, she suffered alone and grieved alone.

She always pretended to be fine to reassure us.

"It's okay to be a little spoiled at your age."
"..."
"If it's hard, say it's hard. If you want to cry, cry your heart out. It's okay."

Her eyes gradually reddened.

Looking at her expression that seemed ready to burst into tears at any moment, I said:

"At least you told me sooner this time."

My change had brought a positive effect on her as well.

That fact made me incredibly happy.

"Ah, it's time. Wait here."

Looking at the clock, I saw my turn was approaching, and Mother had just returned.

"Mother, please look after her."

I left her in my mother's care and headed down to the arena.

***

I was engaged in a psychological battle with him on the arena platform under the pretext of preparing for the match.

"You seem quite confident."

The opponent spoke first.

"That's because I'm stronger than you."
"What?"

He glared at me as if he wanted to kill me.

But I didn't feel even a hint of fear from that gaze.

The opponent wasn't weak, but he was far inferior compared to them.

-Swish-

I picked up my sword with a rather confident expression.

"Come at me."

He was staring at me intensely.

-TWEET!-

With the referee's whistle, my long-awaited first match finally began.

As soon as it started, he crudely gripped his sword and charged at me with full force.

"How crude."

Upon reaching me, he swung his sword wildly.

His swordsmanship was extremely crude and rough.

I easily parried his pathetic swordplay.

-CLANG!-

The metallic sound of swords clashing was as loud as his crudeness.

He was certainly much stronger than me, but his sword couldn't wound me.

"Too predictable."

His swordplay was so obvious that anyone could predict it.

"What did you say!?"

I smiled slightly and deflected his sword.

Seeing his swordsmanship ineffective, he appeared quite angry.

He swung his sword randomly.

His swordsmanship resembled an orc's club-swinging more than a disciplined swordsman's technique.

"This is painful to watch."

Unable to bear watching his swordsmanship any longer, I wanted to end the match quickly.

So I swiftly parried his sword and kicked it far away to prevent him from retrieving it.

His sword, separated from its owner, clattered on the arena floor.

He was flustered after losing his sword, and I didn't miss the opportunity to place my sword against his neck.

-TWEET!-

Acknowledging his defeat, he quietly collected his sword and left the arena.

I also returned to the waiting room to await my next match.
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I won the rest of the matches just as easily as the first one.

It might have been because of my skills, but I also had good luck with the matchups this time.

Except for the first match, I faced relatively easy opponents like archers and mages.

Thanks to this ideal draw, I achieved my goal of winning five consecutive matches while conserving my skills.

Now I just need to prepare for the A-Class ranking matches that will start soon after the exam results come out.

Since A-Class consists of only 50 students out of the 1,500 freshmen, there won't be many matches, but I'd like to win as many as possible.

I have about two weeks to prepare, so I should be able to get ready without rushing.

Just as I was getting comfortable in bed and preparing to sleep, someone knocked on my door.

"It's me."

Aelin's voice came from beyond the door.

"Come in."

She carefully entered, opening the door, dressed in pajamas like me.

"What brings you here? Coming to visit so late at night."
"I have something to say."
"What is it?"

She opened her mouth somewhat cautiously.

"Thank you..."
"Is that what you wanted to say earlier?"
"Yeah... but how did you know?"

She's probably referring to the aspect of her personality I mentioned.

I recalled telling her not to keep things bottled up inside.

"You know I've changed a bit recently, right?"
"A bit is an understatement."

She must have already questioned my sudden change.

That question just erupted after what happened earlier.

"Like you're a completely different person."
"But..."
"Still, you're definitely that damn brother of mine."

I let out a hollow laugh at her words.

"What if I am someone else?"
"No way? You're definitely my damn brother. You've changed, but still you."
"Why do you think so?"
"I don't know why, but that's how it feels. You're the same person I've always known."

She continued while looking at me.

"Then what exactly are you?"

I looked into her clear eyes.

And I realized.

Looking into those eyes, I couldn't lie to her.

"I'm just someone who came from a bit of the future."
"The future?"
"Yeah."
"..."

Aelin stared at me without saying anything.

"I thought you'd tell me to stop talking nonsense, but you're not."
"It didn't seem like you were lying."
"Thanks for believing me."
"So why did you come from that future?"
"Because I didn't like that world."

I really hated that world.

I resented that world where she was gone.

That's why I desperately wished for it.

"Do you like it here then?"
"Yeah, for now."
"For now? Does that mean you won't later?"
"I don't know yet. But I won't just sit by and let that happen."

She's still alive in this world.

But there's no guarantee she'll be alive in the future.

There's also no guarantee that the future I knew won't come to this world in exactly the same way.

In fact, the probability of that happening is higher.

The only difference between this world and that one is my existence.

But with that difference, I will change this world.

From a world where she dies to one where she doesn't.

My role in both worlds will remain the same, but somewhere there will be a difference.

"Really? You sound very confident."
"I'm confident because it's me."

After all, I'm the only one who knows what will happen in the future.

"By the way, keep this a secret from our parents."
"Seems similar to earlier?"
"Yeah, let's both keep our secrets."

She suddenly seemed to realize something.

"Hey, so what am I like in the future? What do I do?"
"Ah..."

I was a bit disappointed by the mundane question.

Still, it's natural to be curious about one's future, so I understand.

I probably would have asked the same thing.

"It wouldn't be fun if I told you."
"Come on, tell me a little..."

Her cutesy tone annoyed me slightly.

"Don't act cute."
"When was I acting cute?!"
"Fine, I'll tell you a little."
"Really?!"

She was all ears.

I found her reaction so amusing that I wanted to tease her, but I decided to let it slide this time.

"You do something much more amazing than you think."
"Something amazing?"
"Yeah, and you're incredibly strong? Probably among the top three women."

Her eyes sparkled when she heard that.

Her gaze seemed to be asking me to say more.

"But don't slack off, your future self is extremely diligent."
"Diligent?"
"Yeah, you go around solving all sorts of problems by yourself. You're also very popular."
"Popular?"

I hate to admit it, but her future self was quite popular due to her pretty appearance.

Right now, her face might not be pretty enough to say so, but by the time she enters the academy's high school division, she'll be quite beautiful.

"What about you? How did you live?"
"Me?"
"Yeah, how did you live in that world?"
"Well... that's a long story..."
"It's okay, we can stay up all night. We don't have school tomorrow anyway."
"Alright, I'll tell you from the beginning."

I recalled my memories to explain to her.

I remembered both the good memories and the bad ones.

***

In a dark room, a boy was focused on playing a game.

As if possessed by something, he played without noticing the passage of time, sitting in his chair and tapping on the keyboard.

From the moment he woke up until he went to bed again.

He poured all his waking hours into gaming.

No one could stop him, not even himself.

The boy was spending his days in such a meaningless way.

But among those meaningless days, there were some unusual ones.

He hated his pathetic life and wanted to improve himself and change.

So he always tried different methods of change.

He went to the gym to exercise, to the library to read books.

And he even went to dungeons to hunt monsters.

One of his unusual days was when he was attempting such a change.

He had definitely entered the dungeon alone.

But there was someone else in that dungeon besides him.

It was Elizabeth Michael, the Imperial Princess of the Kainis Empire.

She had entered this dungeon by mistake.

However, she couldn't get back out of the dungeon.

She became interested in him as she watched him continue to challenge himself despite getting hit by monsters due to his poor skills.

He tackled the dungeon in his own way, and she watched him from hiding.

She was relieved to see him clearing the dungeon smoothly, but that feeling was shattered during the battle with the dungeon boss.

The boss was too strong for him to handle, and he was pushed into a life-threatening situation.

Just as she was about to help him by raising her staff.

His first awakening began.

His awakening shocked her as well.

He activated his unique skill that he had just awakened.

With his reddened hair flying, he defeated the boss.

She was so focused on watching him that she didn't realize her stealth had been broken.

He asked her.

"Huh? Who are you?"

At that moment, she realized.

That this person had potential.

She foresaw that this person would become an incredible figure later on.

That's why she made him an offer.

"Would you like to work under me?"

That was their first conversation.

***

"Not exactly a romantic first meeting, is it?"
"Far from romantic."
"But why did you end up liking her?"
"Well, you see."

I told Aelin about the days I spent with her after that first meeting.

She listened to my story with a pleased expression.

"She definitely seems worth liking, but you couldn't date her? It seems like she was interested too."
"Of course not, she had an arranged marriage three years later."

She said with a serious expression.

"Then this time, you should pursue her."
"Huh?"
"Are you planning to let her go to another man this time too?"
"No, definitely not."

I really hated that idea.

"Then you should pursue her. You said she attended the academy as a commoner and changed her appearance."
"Yeah."
"Do you know who she is?"
"Yeah, I do."
"Then that's settled."

Aelin and I stayed up all night talking about her.

We talked until dawn was just breaking, and only then did we go to bed.

***

She was reading a book in the library again today.

"What book are you reading today?"

Hearing Riel's question, she held up the book she was reading to show its cover.

Riel read the title written on the cover.

"'The Royal What'? Is it a romance novel?"
"It's quite interesting."
"You're really interested in romance, which is good. By the way, how was it today?"
"The exam?"
"Yes."

She always kept track of the entrance exams.

"I saw an interesting kid today. There was a child who got almost perfect scores in both practical exams without using a skill even once."
"Maybe they just haven't awakened yet?"
"It didn't feel that way. Somehow it felt like they were deliberately saving their skills."
"Setting that aside, was he handsome?"

She sighed at Riel's question.

"Yes, he was quite handsome."
"Really?!"
"Why are you overreacting?"

Riel reacted intensely to her comment about him being handsome.

"If the Imperial Princess acknowledges someone as handsome, just how handsome must he be? I've never heard you call anyone handsome before, Your Highness. He's in A-Class, right?"
"Yes, what about it?"
"Then let's go watch the ranking matches. I'll come along this time."
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"It's raining."

Raindrops were falling steadily outside the window.

I was gazing intently at the scenery beyond that window.

Today felt somewhat gloomy, perhaps because of the rain.

-Ding!-

My phone suddenly rang.

I immediately turned on my phone to check what the notification was about.

It was an acceptance message from the Imperial Academy, and as soon as I saw its contents, my gloomy mood completely vanished.

I had, as expected, been accepted into Class A, and the schedule for the ranking match was included in the notice.

I immediately shared this news with my family, who rejoiced as if it were their own achievement.

Watching their reactions, I felt a sense of fulfillment and was strongly motivated to do even better in the future.

For that to happen...

'I need to do well in the ranking match...'

I opened my status window to check my current stats.

Name: Albert Veros  Race: Human

Level: 68  Traits: Desperate Person, Regressor

HP: 34/34  MP: 24/24

Strength: 16  Magic: 12  Agility: 21  Defense: 10  Magic Defense: 9

Skills: [Mortal's End (Unique): E+], [Pitch-Black Sword (Unique): E-], [Unwavering Faith: B], [Reinforcement: E+], [Swiftness: E-], [Desperation: E+], [Absolute Loyalty: B+], [Regeneration: B-], [Killing Intent Detection: F], [Killing Intent Release: E+], [Regressor's Privilege (Unique)(5): SSS]

I thought these stats weren't bad for my current situation, but there was one thing that bothered me.

It was the rank of [Mortal's End].

The intimidation effect of [Mortal's End] activates at rank D.

However, my current rank was E+.

'Can I raise it?'

There was only a week left until the ranking match.

Even though rank advancement was easier thanks to the regressor buff, raising it two levels within a week seemed difficult no matter how I looked at it.

As I was agonizing over this, Aelin approached me.

"What's wrong? Shouldn't you be shedding tears of joy over your acceptance by now?"

I was happy about being accepted, but not to that extent.

I spoke to her in a calm tone.

"Hey, raising a skill by two ranks in a week. Do you think it's possible?"
"From where to where?"
"From E+ to D."
"Impossible."

Her firm and heavy declaration of "impossible" echoed in my mind.

My head was gradually filling with despair.

"Any chance?"
"None."
"Not even 1%?"
"I said none, didn't I?"

Her sharp words were a huge blow to me.

"If it were from F- to F+, maybe, but going from E+ to D is unreasonable."
"What if I succeed?"

Her continued assertiveness momentarily irritated me.

"If you do? I'll call you oppa."
"I don't want that."
"What!?"

Just imagining her calling me "oppa" gave me a shock that made me feel like throwing up.

I really hoped she wouldn't do something so terrible.

No, she absolutely must not.

"Let's bet on something else."
"Then..."

She flicked the earring hanging from her ear.

"I'll give you one of these."
"Huh? Really!?"

You might wonder what's so special about an earring, but the one she's wearing isn't just an ordinary decorative piece.

Her earring was an item.

More precisely, it was an extremely rare artifact.

Items can be created artificially, not just found in dungeons, and artificially created items like her earrings are called artifacts.

And her artifact, created by Dren Vulcanus, known as the Empire's genius inventor, boasts terrifying performance.

It increases the wearer's highest stat by a whopping 20%.

Moreover, she wears these earrings on both ears.

With these artifacts alone, her magic power increases by 40%.

Making a bet with such an item showed her confidence.

"Yes, really."
"Is it okay to bet something like that?"
"Do you think raising two ranks in a week is easy? Besides, I'll be fine without just one of these."

It was certainly confidence typical of her.

"And I'm kind of tired of them anyway. I want to try something else."

Even if you wear multiple items in the same slot, only one effect can be active at a time.

"Still, that's..."
"So, are you in or not?"
"Of course I'm in! Look, I'll be living in dungeons for the next week, just so you know."

I made my declaration boldly and immediately rushed to the Hunter's Guild.

Getting soaked by the steadily falling rain.

***

The week we had left passed incredibly quickly.

I don't know if it actually passed quickly, but that's how it felt to me.

The girl watching the ranking match on the screen beside me seemed to have spent the week with thoughts completely opposite to mine, but that wasn't my concern.

What mattered was that I had lost our bet.

"It didn't work out."
"I told you it wouldn't."
"Honestly, it seemed doable..."

At first, I thought it was a bet I could never win.

However, when my rank increased by one level just a day after making the bet, I felt hope for the remaining six days.

"You thought it was possible too."

Since I had informed her of this fact, she must have spent the remaining six days feeling anxious.

But my hope was all in vain, and her anxiety disappeared in an instant.

"No, I didn't. I knew from the beginning it wouldn't work."

She might have known it wouldn't work at first.

"Let's stop talking about that and look at this."

She was pointing at Briton on the screen.

"Do I have to reach the finals to face him?"
"Not confident?"
"I'm facing Raicle in the quarterfinals, and Chris in the semifinals."

Why aren't these guys facing each other?

I cursed my terrible bracket luck.

If Raicle and Briton faced each other in the semifinals while I faced Chris, I thought I'd have a chance, but my luck was just too bad this time.

"You're lucky. If you do well, you might face all three of them."

If I win, that's how it would go.

"That would be nice."
"But that girl you're facing in the Round of 16 is also strong."

Girl?

Looking at who it was, it turned out to be someone I knew very well.

Eve.

The face of Eve, one of my few former party members, was a welcome sight.

"Why? Do you know her?"
"We were quite close. This should be interesting."

My heart raced a little at the fact that my Round of 16 opponent was Eve.

Every time I saw her shooting magic bullets at opponents, memories of the past came flooding back.

"You were close with her?"

She was looking at me with disbelief.

"Isn't she a bit difficult?"

She does get angry easily and has a snippy way of talking, but once you get to know her, she's actually quite kind.

"But once you get to know her, she's a good kid."
"I wouldn't dare speak to her first."
"That's understandable."

She did look quite intimidating on the surface.

"I'll introduce you to her later."
"You don't have to."
"Oh? Then never mind."

She definitely seemed uncomfortable around Eve even back then.

Did something happen between them?

"Hey, did something happen between you and Eve..."

She cut me off and said:

"Nothing happened."
"Really?"
"Yes, really."

Fortunately, judging by her reaction, it seemed like nothing had actually happened.

"Stop worrying about unnecessary things and get going. It's your turn."
"Alright, I'll win cleanly and come back."

I got up from my seat and headed to the arena.

As I stepped onto the arena, I saw my opponent who had already arrived and was waiting for me.

"Hello?"

He awkwardly greeted me first, and I returned his greeting.

"Oh, hi."
"You didn't use any skills during the exam, did you?"
"It was too easy."

This guy had already done his research on me.

That fact created one question in my mind.

'Why didn't I do the same?'

I was so absorbed in my bet with her that I hadn't thought to research my opponent.

Not that it would make me lose, though.

"You won't be able to do that this time."

His words sparked a bit of competitive spirit in me.

I was planning to use skills from now on anyway, but his words slightly wounded my pride.

I took out the dagger I had brought just in case.

"A dagger?"
"I'll beat you with just this. Come at me."

With those words, the match began, and they clashed at high speed.

***

"Wow, these young ones are really full of spirit, aren't they?"

Riel and Diana were watching the ranking matches of the new students from the stands.

Riel was thoroughly enjoying the exciting matches.

"Wow, did you see that just now!? How did they manage that hit?"

Riel praised the outstanding performance of the new students.

"They just won. That girl is quite skilled too."

Diana also complimented her performance.

"Oh, is the next match that boy's?"
"That's right."

A few minutes after the previous match ended, new competitors entered the arena.

Among those competitors was the boy she had been keeping an eye on.

"Oh, he is handsome indeed. Though he seems a bit like he has middle school syndrome."
"He's using a dagger this time?"

After exchanging a few words with his opponent, he pulled out a dagger instead of the iron sword he had used in the exam.

As soon as he drew his dagger and the match began, he charged at his opponent first.

He approached right up to his opponent's face and swung his dagger with precision.

"Wow, he's such a man."

The spectators marveled at his bold fighting style, and many people began to wonder about his identity.
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Their match ended much faster than expected.

It was a one-sided victory.

The boy named Albert Veros's extraordinary performance was enough to surprise the audience.

"Who is that guy anyway?"
"He's winning without using a single skill."
"Veros? Isn't that the kid from the middle school division?"
"Ah, that girl who always gets first place?"
"Did she have a brother?"
"I don't know either."

Their interest in Albert grew, and the same was true for a girl who was silently watching him.

When she kept staring at him, he sensed her gaze and looked back at her.

'He can detect a stare like this, but why does he look like that?'

However, his expression as he looked at her was strange somehow.

Unlike her expressionless face, he looked as if he might burst into tears at any moment.

She found this peculiar.

"Why is he looking at me like that?"
"How would I know? But don't you think this situation is kind of romantic?"
"Do you think we've met before?"
"..."

Of course, she had never met him before.

She didn't even know someone like him existed in this world, but she felt an inexplicable familiarity with him.

And that inexplicable familiarity made her interested in him.

She was curious about who he was and why he had such an expression.

She wondered if she had met him before and why she felt this familiarity with him.

"Riel, please find some basic information about that boy."
"Background check? Come on, that's a bit..."
"It's not like I can ask him directly."

***

"You... how?..."

I spoke to him as he lay on the floor declaring his surrender.

"I told you, didn't I? I'd win with just this."

Just as I finished speaking and was about to return to the waiting room, I felt someone's intense gaze.

That gaze was familiar and longed for.

My body turned automatically at the appearance of a gaze so familiar to me.

As I turned, I could see the audience seats at once, and at the end of those seats was the owner of that gaze—the person I had been waiting for so desperately.

Though she was far away, I could still tell.

That this person was exactly who I had been looking for.

Elizabeth Michael.

The entirety of my life and the driving force of my existence was looking at me from afar.

She who had departed this world before my eyes was once again...

Looking at me.

She was looking at me with the same warm, sun-like smile as before.

That fact gave me an indescribable feeling of emotion.

Tears of joy came unbidden at seeing her again—the person I had missed so desperately.

The boy collapsed beside me questioned my tears, but that didn't matter.

Right now, the joy these tears represented far outweighed any embarrassment I might feel.

That joy relieved me of my shame.

Thanks to that, I stared at her, losing track of time, and only ended our eye contact after receiving a warning from an official.

I returned to the waiting room, still feeling the lingering emotion.

As soon as I entered the waiting room, she asked me.

"What's wrong with you?"
"Wow..."
"Seriously, what's wrong?"
"I saw the hope of this world."

I clearly saw with my own eyes the hope that drives my life even in this second lifetime.

Though she was disguised as an ordinary girl to hide her identity, she still shone like the moon in the night sky.

"What are you talking about?"
"You don't need to know."

She continued to look at me as if I were some strange person.

"I don't know what's going on, but calm down."
"I should."

I tried to calm my excited heart due to her appearance and focus again on the ranking match.

I definitely tried to.

However, because of the person who just entered the waiting room, my composure and concentration shattered.

I stared blankly at her who had just entered the waiting room.

And simultaneously, my status window reacted.

'Huh?'

[Skill, Absolute Loyalty has been activated.]

[All stats increase by 10% when you are with your lord (Elizabeth Michael).]

[Your lord (Elizabeth Michael) feels favorably toward her faithful knight (Albert Veros).]

'Ah... this?'

It's that status window I used to see so much before.

Actually, right now, Aelin's reaction was more surprising than this status window.

"Oh! Sisters!"

Aelin ran to Diana and Riel who had just entered the waiting room.

"Hello? Aelin. It's been a while."
"We saw each other yesterday, didn't we?"
"Did we?"

Riel was having various conversations with Aelin.

They seemed quite close.

Unfortunately, I couldn't listen to their conversation.

"Hello?"

She had been staring at me intently since earlier.

Because of that, my heart was racing wildly right now.

"Hello..."

She and I exchanged awkward greetings in an awkward atmosphere.

"This is my brother."

Aelin introduced me to them.

"Ah, the one you mentioned before?"
"Yes."

It seems she had talked about me at some point.

"Wow, he really is handsome."
"Not really that much."

She took the words right out of my mouth.

I was going to deny being handsome anyway, but hearing her say it really irritated me.

"But what brings you here? Coming all the way to the waiting room."
"I have something to say."
"To me?"
"No."

Her eyes were directed at me, not Aelin.

'To me? Something to say?'

I was insanely curious about what she wanted to say, so I listened carefully to her words.

"Would you like to join my party?"

***

"No way! You rejected that?"
"Do you even know who that sister is?"

I know a million times better than you do.

"What? You mean the top student in school?"
"Oh... you do know... but why? That sister is famous for rarely taking party members..."

For reference, Aelin was also a member of her party.

"You got in just fine."
"That's because we're close."
"It doesn't really matter."

I never intended to join a party in the first place.

Even if she was the one offering.

"Why are you really doing this?"
"I'm just not interested."

She was dumbfounded by my response.

"Just because of that?"
"Yeah, that's all there is to it."
"You're impossible."

The truth is, I rejected it because she doesn't have [Michael's Blessing] yet, but I couldn't say that.

She learns [Michael's Blessing] during her second awakening in the latter half of her third year, and if I wait until then, we wouldn't have much time to work together.

I wonder if it could be accelerated somehow...

That's really unfortunate.

"Hey."

It was the voice of the girl glaring at me from the side.

"Huh?"
"That person you were talking about... it's not Diana, is it?"
"No, it's not."

'Her intuition is really something else.'

I wondered if she had some kind of related skill.

Just as I was getting up to head to the arena as the match time approached, she spoke.

"Get out."
"I know that already."

I headed to the arena for my second match.

"She's not here."

Unlike before, I came out first this time.

However, she soon appeared in the arena.

"Who are you?"

Quite naturally, she didn't recognize me.

"That's not really important, is it?"
"Right, I'll be advancing anyway."

An admirable confidence.

But excessive confidence can become poison.

"You'd better not be overconfident, or you'll be embarrassed."
"Embarrassed? What are you trying to say?"
"That I'm going to win."

Annoyed by my words, she drew her weapon, a gun, and right on cue, the match began.

Her main weapon was a gun, and not only was her weapon powerful, but her skills were also excellent.

If given even a little time, she could be quite lethal.

That's why I needed to end the match as quickly as possible.

'I'll have to use it this time.'

If I try to save my skills again, I might actually lose.

She raised her gun almost simultaneously with the start of the match, but I was a bit faster.

I activated [Swift] and ran at full speed.

***

At that moment.

There were people in the audience seats watching the psychological warfare with interest.

But the match ended in just a few seconds.

"Wow... that was like a one-second knockout?"
"He's really fast."

Diana was astonished by his agility.

Riel was also surprised and asked her.

"That was [Swift] just now, right?"
"I suppose so? It wouldn't make sense otherwise."
"But to think it was [Swift]..."

[Swift] was one of the rarest skills among standard skills, boasting one of the highest acquisition difficulties.

And a mere 16-year-old had learned such a skill.

"What was I doing at that age?"
"We're still only 18."
"I wish I had [Swift] too."

Her muttering sounded a bit melancholic.

"I wish Riel would just awaken already."
"But why did he reject the offer?"
"I know, it's such a shame. I don't want to lose talent like that to another party..."

She greatly regretted not being able to scout him.

"I'm looking forward to seeing his unique skill though."

However, separate from that, she was looking forward to his upcoming match with Raycle.

She was anticipating the unique skill he would reveal in that match.

'But he'll probably lose to Raycle.'

His stats didn't seem particularly high.

Even in the first match, he seemed to rely on swordsmanship, grappling techniques, and rich experience rather than stats.

'Low stats but rich experience.'

How ironic.
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The day after I knocked out Eve in the second match, the long-dreaded match against Raycle was finally upon us.

I calmed my racing heart a bit and stood up from the bench in the waiting room.

She, who had been watching me intently, said:

"Are you confident?"
"No."

I still wasn't confident.

Maybe it was because I'd watched all his previous matches, or maybe because I was thinking about the monster he used to be, but right now, I lacked confidence.

"But I'm going to try anyway."

You never know until you measure yourself against someone.

I might be better than I think, or he might not be as good as I imagine.

'What level is he? Around 120?'

I didn't know his exact level, but there was probably about a 50-level difference between us.

Plus, considering his unique skill [Body Like a Sword], the difference in strength would be even greater.

The more I thought about it, the more frustrated I became, so I stopped this useless analysis.

'I just need to do my best.'

After steeling my resolve, I finally stepped into the arena.

Then I moved forward to face him.

With each step, my feet felt heavier, but it was too late to back out now.

'It's been a while.'

I finally reached the center of the arena.

And there, the other protagonist of this match was waiting for me, ready to fight.

I greeted him as he stared at me with his usual expressionless face.

"Hello?"
"..."

Naturally, he didn't return my greeting.

He simply sent me a signal with his eyes.

I couldn't ignore his gaze that seemed to demand I draw my weapon immediately.

I promptly summoned [Obsidian Blade].

-Swoosh.-

He showed interest in the black sword in my hand.

"A unique skill?"
"You know well."
"I've seen it before."

Even if it's a unique skill, it doesn't mean I'm the "only" one who has it.

There were cases where unique skills overlapped.

Naturally, my unique skill [Obsidian Blade] had another user besides me.

I knew who that person was, but I couldn't bring myself to say it out loud.

He could only quietly wait for the match to begin.

"You usually don't use skills... why now?"
"Because I'd lose if I didn't."
"Do you think you can win if you use them?"

His characteristic arrogant gaze was incredibly irritating.

"We'll see who's better when we fight."
"If that's what you think, I hope you give it your all."

Before our brief conversation could finish, the referee's whistle sounded.

-Ready! Begin!!-

As I had done until now, I rushed toward him, and he immediately activated his skill.

As soon as Raycle activated his skill, he struck me with his bare hand as I charged at him.

-Clang!-

His hand and my sword collided with a clear impact sound, and I was gradually pushed back, unable to overcome his strength.

His unique skill [Body Like a Sword] uses mana to make the user's body as sharp as a sword and dramatically increases the user's strength stat.

Probably no one, not just me, could beat Raycle in terms of raw strength.

"...Ugh!"

Since it was impossible to withstand his overwhelming power head-on, I shifted my sword to disperse his force.

-Clang! Clang!-

I continued to use defensive swordsmanship to deflect his attacks.

Each of his punches was deadly, but not impossible to defend against.

'If I can hold out like this...'

It would be great if I could endure until his mana ran out, but that was probably impossible.

My mana might run out before his.

After all, [Obsidian Blade] kept breaking due to his attacks.

Still, I was defending fairly well, but...

-Thud! Thud! Thud!-

My iron-like defense was gradually crumbling under his indiscriminate attacks.

Seeing me struggle, he mocked:

"How long are you going to keep defending?!"

He shouted with overwhelming confidence.

It was a booming voice that seemed certain of his victory.

"If you just keep blocking, you'll lose anyway."

With an expression full of confidence, he gathered power in his fist.

I swallowed hard at the sight of his fist brimming with mana.

"Try blocking this too."

That fist, which seemed to possess a power on a completely different level from before, made my flesh tremble just by looking at it.

'Will I die if I get hit?'

With that terrifying aura that made me think so, he charged at me with his tightly clenched fist.

Moreover, he used [Leap] to chase after me as I fled.

I used [Swift], a higher-tier skill than [Leap], to escape, but either his [Leap] rank was high or my stats were lacking, as he caught up to me quickly.

As the distance between us narrowed, he threw that fist at me.

Feeling a threat to my life from that fist, I immediately activated my other unique skill.

Using the enhanced stats from [Mortal's End], I barely managed to dodge that fist.

Then I swung my sword at him, seeing an opening as he threw his punch.

However.

-Clang! Clang! Clang!-

He blocked my surprise attack with monstrous reaction speed.

But I didn't give up and kicked his abdomen with my remaining strength.

"..Kuh!"

Having taken a blow to his unguarded abdomen, he received a significant impact and was sent flying.

He got up from where he had landed, clutching his abdomen.

I smiled at him, now looking somewhat pathetic.

"How's that? A bit painful?"
"How impudent.."
"The real fight starts now, you'd better be careful."

I pointed my sword at him, my crimson-dyed hair fluttering.

"What kind of skill is that?"

He was intently observing my reddened hair and eyes.

"What else? It's my second unique skill."

He looked at my now relaxed demeanor with disdain.

"You're quite troublesome."
"Shut up and come at me."

Raycle and I rushed at each other once more, extending our weapons.

-Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang! BOOM!-

His fists and my sword continued to wound each other, making loud noises as they asserted their presence.

A direct confrontation with him was still difficult, but it was much better than before.

"Now you're finally fighting like a swordsman."

Raycle and I exchanged blows, each confirming the other's strength.

'As expected of Raycle.'
'This guy is no pushover..'

I wanted to continue this dialogue of swords with him, but my vitality was being chipped away with each passing moment.

Because of this, I kept looking for openings to gain the upper hand, but he wouldn't yield easily.

He countered my offensive and attacked me in his own style.

I did the same, but the goddess of time was not on my side.

As time passed, my breathing became more labored, and my heart burned more intensely.

"Huff... huff..."

Thanks to that, my stats increased slightly more, but it wasn't enough.

His stats were still higher than mine, and he was much more composed.

"That skill, does it consume your health? Seems like you're reaching your limit."

I was struggling enough for him to notice, and the audience could also tell I was at my limit.

That's why the audience expected Raycle's easy victory.

***

"Wow, but Albert really did well, though the expected outcome is still the expected outcome."
"The stat difference was too great from the start, too much for even his excellent swordsmanship to overcome."

Looking at the early stages of the match, one could see how much their stats differed.

While Raycle was brutally attacking his opponent, Albert was deflecting attacks and countering, showing high-level swordsmanship.

However, no one would have thought Albert had the advantage in that initial fight.

Of course, she thought the same.

It was the truth, and he was at a disadvantage.

"But that skill is too much of a double-edged sword."

As Riel said, it was indeed a double-edged sword, but thanks to that skill, he was still able to continue the match against Raycle.

It was probably a skill that increased stats at the cost of health.

"It's definitely a good skill."

It was a good skill that didn't fall short even compared to Raycle's [Body Like a Sword].

In fact, it could be considered better since it helped him overcome the stat difference.

However, its drawback was fatal.

"Still, he did amazingly well. If it weren't for Raycle, he would have easily secured fourth place."
"It would be more interesting if Albert won... but that seems difficult."

Riel was cheering for Albert, but as she said, it would be quite difficult for him to win.

Seeing him struggle with rough breathing made her heart ache a little.

"Ah... it's over now..."

Raycle raised his sword high to end the match, and Riel watched anxiously.

Just as Raycle was about to point his sword at his neck and end the match, reality took a different turn.

He once again parried Raycle's sword and stood up again.

And as he stood up again, he looked at Raycle with a very relaxed expression, quite different from before.
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"What is it this time?"

Raicle glared at me with murderous intent as I regained my strength once again.

I smiled and said, "Not much different from before."

What restored my life force, which had been reduced by the penalty of [Final Moment of the Mortal], was another one of my skills.

[Desperate Survival: E+]

[Activates when the user's life force reaches 1.]

[Recovers 30% of lost life force.]

[The indomitable will to face death makes you stronger. (Defense and Magic Defense increased by 10%)]

[This skill has a cooldown of 72 hours after activation. (Current: 71 hours 58 minutes)]

Thanks to this skill that turns crisis into opportunity, I barely managed to overcome the danger.

However, that didn't mean the situation was favorable for me now.

"What makes you look so relaxed? Even though that skill of yours has worn off."

Raicle looked at me suspiciously as my hair returned to its original color after [Final Moment of the Mortal] had worn off.

Indeed, as he said, if the activation of this skill was all I had, I wouldn't have been able to maintain such a relaxed expression.

"I'm glad it wore off."

[Final Moment of the Mortal] calculates the experience gained during its activation once the skill wears off.

Therefore, the timing of the rank increase isn't during the battle but after the skill has worn off.

And now was exactly that timing.

[Final Moment of the Mortal: D]

[Gradually decreases the user's life force.]

[In return, the user's abilities increase significantly.]

[Emits an intimidating aura to all living beings nearby, slightly decreasing the abilities of those affected.]

[Effect values vary according to rank. Current rank: D]

With this skill now at D rank, I had nothing to fear.

"From now on, I think I'll win."

I activated the skill again and stood proudly before him.

"...What... did you do?"

His bewildered expression was quite a sight to see.

"Feeling a bit intimidated?"

He was currently under the pressure of my intimidating aura.

If there was ever a time I had a chance of winning, it was now.

"I've always been the type to fight dirty, you know."

I raise my stats while lowering my opponent's.

Then I crush them with that stat gap.

That was the only combat method permitted to me.

It was an incredibly underhanded method, but its effectiveness was undeniable.

"This time, I'll go first."

Unlike before, I raised my sword first.

And I moved before my opponent.

-Clang!-

It was the same clear sound as before, but the difference was that I was the one making it.

-Boom-clang!-

I swung my sword before Raicle and maintained control of the fight.

I continued to display my swordsmanship against him.

"...Ugh!"

Raicle was gradually being pushed back and struggling just as I had been earlier.

Of course, I was struggling too, but I was still managing.

There wasn't much, but there was time left, and that was enough.

"Are you just going to keep blocking?"

Since I still had some leeway, I returned the humiliation from earlier.

"Shut up..."
"Let's end this."

I raised my sword, aiming for his head.

-Clang!!!-

Of course, he blocked it, but that didn't matter.

That wasn't what I was aiming for.

-Thwack!!-

I kicked Raicle with all my might.

The impact sent him tumbling to the ground, unable to even hold onto his sword.

"...Kuk..."

I pointed my sword at the neck of Raicle, who was crawling on the ground, and smiled victoriously.

"How about surrendering?"

He was furious at his humiliating position.

But there wasn't much he could do about it.

At best, he could surrender and accept defeat.

"Make your choice quickly."
"Damn it..."

He seemed to have accepted the current situation.

"I surrender."

And finally declared his surrender.

As he announced his surrender, the audience who had been watching the match with bated breath erupted.

"Woahhh!! He really won!"
"That's the first time I've seen him lose."
"But they both fought really well."
"So he's the top freshman now?"
"But how is he going to fight the next match in that condition?"

Like Raicle, I had collapsed on the arena floor.

In my current physical state, it was obvious that I would be eliminated in the next match without even putting up a fight.

Lying beside me, he seemed to sympathize with my unfortunate situation.

"That's too bad."
"As long as I beat you, that's enough."

Having already achieved victory against Raicle, it was already a success.

The next match was a good enough result that I could lose with a smile.

"What are you going to do about the next match?"
"Lose, what else can I do? It's against Chris."

Raicle burst into laughter when he heard that my next opponent was Chris.

"Chris? You really have bad luck."
"Tell me about it."
"That's funny."

Raicle got up from the arena floor first.

Then he extended his hand to me, who was still lying down.

"Let's get along from now on."

I grabbed his hand and barely managed to stand up.

"Yeah, let's get along."

***

After my match with Raicle, I immediately forfeited.

"I mean, you definitely couldn't win, but did you have to forfeit?"
"I'm dying here..."

Right now, I just wanted to get home as quickly as possible and rest.

"I seriously feel like I'm going to die..."
"Don't exaggerate."
"I almost did die!"
"But you didn't."
"Let's drop it."

As always, conversations with this guy seemed to drain an enormous amount of energy.

I didn't want to talk anymore, but Allin spoke to me first.

"By the way, how did you do that at the end?"

She was probably referring to what happened during the match with Raicle.

I was too tired to answer properly, so I responded halfheartedly to her question.

"Skill."
"What skill?"
"[Desperate Survival]."

Hearing my words, Allin looked quite surprised.

"[Desperate Survival]? When did you learn that?"
"A while ago."
"How did you learn it?"

Her persistent questioning when I was exhausted was incredibly annoying.

"I almost died once, and luckily, I learned it right away."

Still, I gave her an answer.

"But please stop making me talk, I'm dying here."

And quickly drew the line.

When I asked her to stop making me talk, thankfully, Allin didn't speak to me anymore.

She probably had many questions, but she held back considering my physical condition.

"Alright, but you have to answer me tomorrow without fail."

I nodded at Allin's words.

"That's good enough."

And so, Allin and I walked quietly without saying a word until we reached home.

***

Like Allin and Albert, they too were heading to their home, the dormitory of the Imperial Academy.

"I really didn't think he would win."
"The more I see him, the more regrettable it is."

Diana deeply regretted failing to recruit him before.

Of course, she had felt that way before, but after watching this match, that feeling grew even stronger.

'Is he still hiding more?'

Diana found him intriguing and wanted to face him in battle someday.

However, Riel beside her didn't understand her true feelings.

"Are you thinking about him right now?"
"Yes, but... not in the way you're thinking, Riel."

Riel gave her a warm smile.

"You don't have to hide it so much, I already know everything."

No matter what she said, Riel's thoughts wouldn't change.

Knowing this fact, she had already given up.

"Think whatever you want."
"Then may I think that you like that boy, my lady?"

She sighed and replied.

"Do you think that's possible?"
"You said 'whatever I want,' didn't you?"
"No, you may not."
"That's disappointing."

Riel was genuinely disappointed.

"But I'm looking forward to seeing him at the academy."
"Oh!? Is this perhaps... a green light?"

Riel was running all sorts of imaginative scenarios through her head based on her words.

Riel had probably already named their children in her imaginary world.

She hoped Riel wouldn't go that far.

"Let's use the surname Michael, and we can think about the first name later."

But of course, she did.

She sighed deeply and stared at Riel.

"You're really hopeless."

Riel smiled brightly, seemingly pleased, and she found that expression quite annoying.

"Thank you for the compliment."
"That wasn't a compliment."
"It wasn't!?"

Riel, who knew everything but pretended not to, was so irritating.

Her acting skills, which could rival a professional actor's, made it even more annoying.

"Have you considered becoming an actor?"
"I'm too happy being your attendant right now, so that would be difficult."

Faced with Riel's sincere words, she couldn't help but lose her ability to respond.

"By the way, I'm not acting this time."
"I already know that..."

She hid her face in embarrassment, and Riel observed her.

"Your face is red. Are you feeling unwell?"

Riel addressed her with a playful tone once again.

She desperately tried to hide her flushed face as she spoke.

"Be quiet..."
"Yes, understood, my lady."

They continued to converse amicably even after arriving at the dormitory.

Their relationship, which hardly seemed like that of master and servant, would continue for a very long time.
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Now that the ranking matches were over, I had returned to my original life, commuting to the Hunter Guild every day.

I wasn't working as hard as when I was preparing for the entrance exam, but I wasn't slacking off either.

I had a clear goal.

But I was still ridiculously inadequate to achieve that goal.

And that fact gave me endless motivation.

However, to others who didn't know this, my behavior might have seemed a bit strange.

"Why are you still working so hard when the exams are over?"

Like this guy complaining next to me right now.

"You got 4th place, just 4th place."

Since I won against Raicle and immediately forfeited, I automatically became 4th place.

Above me were Chris, Briton, and Reina, in that order.

And right below me, Raicle took 5th place.

In this situation, neglecting training would be foolish.

"That's exactly why I'm working hard."
"But watching the ranking matches, you seemed like you could've been 1st place."
"I can't beat Briton or Reina."

I still wouldn't be able to break through Briton's shield or resist Reina's magic.

And Chris was definitely not an opponent to be underestimated.

Even if I had been in good physical condition, it would have been impossible to improve my ranking.

"But you beat Raicle?"
"That was just luck."
"You're so humble now. Try being like that normally."
"..."

Ellin suddenly changed the subject.

"Now you'll get to meet that person you like?"
"That's right."

Though I had already met her.

"Can't you tell me who it is?"
"It's someone you know."
"How many people do you think I know?"

Since she had already built relationships with many students at the academy, that hint alone wouldn't be enough for her to figure it out.

"Find out yourself."
"Tch."

I deliberately ignored her as she pouted and begged me to tell her.

"Why do you want to know?"
"I'm curious. You even came back to the past for this one person. I'm curious about who you liked that much."
"Actually, it's you."

She glared at me like she wanted to kill me.

As if saying, 'Don't talk nonsense.'

"Not funny."
"Just pretend to believe me."
"Say something that makes sense."
"Fair enough..."

The idea that I would work this hard because of her was completely absurd.

'Would people criticize this if it were written in a novel?'

It was such an implausible development that it was natural she didn't believe it.

"Figure it out yourself, and for now, get out. I want to sleep."
"Fine, I got it."

She immediately got up and returned to her room.

When she left, the room became suddenly quiet.

Lying in bed in the dark, quiet room, I started feeling drowsy.

'I miss her.'

Thinking about the girl I wanted to see even more after Ellin brought her up, I drifted off to sleep.

***

About five months had passed since October, when the entrance exam and ranking matches were held.

Today was February 28th, the day before new students who passed the entrance exam would attend the academy for the first time.

Most students moving into the dormitory had checked in today.

Of course, I was no exception.

Although our house was close to the academy and I didn't necessarily need to stay in the dormitory, I wanted to use the high-quality facilities of the Imperial Academy.

So now, I was heading to the academy with my luggage to move into the dormitory.

That part was fine.

But my mood wasn't particularly good right now.

"Why are you moving into the dormitory? You didn't originally do that."

For some reason, Ellin had also decided to move into the dormitory this year.

"I'm trying to be more diligent from now on."
"Is it thanks to me?"
"Yes, thanks to you. Thank you."

Strangely, she admitted it right away.

Her behavior was quite different from her usual image, which made me a bit puzzled.

"That doesn't suit you."
"What did you say? Do you want to die?"
"I think I'd win."

Five months of intense training had given me the strength to beat her.

By now, both my level and skill rank were probably higher than hers.

"Are you saying you're better than me after just half a year of training?"
"It's talent."
"Life is so unfair..."

The regressor trait helped a lot, but that alone wouldn't have been enough.

"Living in dungeons all that time... and this is the result..."
"This is what effort looks like. Learn from it."

She frowned as she spoke.

"Shut up."
"Wait, is that a line? Do we have to wait in line?"

The magnificent Imperial Academy building seemed to welcome us with its gleaming appearance.

However, I couldn't appreciate the grand scenery.

My eyes were drawn to a line of people even larger than the huge building.

"Do we have to wait in that line too?"

Seeing that line composed of all students from middle school to high school, I felt my breath catch.

"If we did, we wouldn't have come this late."

From her words, it seemed fortunately we didn't have to wait in line.

The reason was probably because we were in A-Class.

"We don't have to wait because we're A-Class."
"I already knew that."
"Really now..."
"But how do we get in?"

Surely we weren't just going to cut in line thoughtlessly.

"Follow me."

Since I didn't know anything, I obediently followed her.

"Excuse me."

She was talking with an official who was managing this long line.

After a brief conversation, Ellin mentioned that we were A-Class students.

"May I ask your names?"

The official asked for our names.

We showed our Imperial Academy student IDs that we had received in advance.

He examined our IDs and then pointed to a line that was empty unlike the others.

"Ellin Veros and Albert Veros, please go through there."

We followed the official's instructions and entered through that line.

Other students watched us enviously as we went in.

"Both siblings are in A-Class?"
"Is that the guy who beat Raicle?"
"Wow... handsome too. Life really is unfair."

The stares and whispers were quite burdensome.

Ellin seemed to feel the same way, as her face scrunched up.

"But compared to her brother, she's kind of..."
"What?"
"Her looks. I mean, she's not ugly, but relatively speaking."

She heard those words and angrily stared at the person who said them.

With a furious expression, Ellin said:

"How good-looking are you to criticize someone else's face? You look like a monkey."

At her harsh words, he lowered his head in embarrassment.

I burst out laughing beside her.

"What are you laughing at?"

She took out her anger on me for just standing there laughing.

"Calling him a monkey was a bit harsh."
"He started it."
"That's true."

Though she was hearing such comments now, by this time next year, no one would dare criticize her appearance.

"Just be patient. Next year, no one will say such things."
"How would you know..."

She seemed to realize mid-sentence.

"Really?"

Her face suddenly brightened as she turned to me.

"Really."
"How much?"
"Among the women I've known, you'll be second best."

Hearing my words, she excitedly went back to the guy who had gossiped about her.

"See you next year."

Then she ran back to where I was.

"Is it okay to speak informally to him?"

She was speaking informally to someone whose age she didn't know since he wasn't wearing a uniform.

"You shouldn't respect someone who's done wrong."
"He must be older than you."
"He's a second-year high school student."
"Older than me too."

Still, since he was waiting in that crowded line, he probably wasn't in A-Class.

"And guys like that deserve to be scolded."
"Is that so?..."
"Yes. If you don't have skill, at least have good character."

She expressed her anger as she continued:

"I hate people who act arrogant because of their family background."
"Your character isn't that great either."

She replied with a shameless face:

"But I have skill, so it's fine."
"Uh... is that how it works?"
"Yes."

That's definitely her way of thinking.

Of course, I somewhat agree too.

"Is this it?"

I pointed to the large building in front of us.

This building was probably the men's dormitory.

"Go in there and ask someone, they'll tell you."
"Alright, see you."
"Don't wake up late tomorrow and embarrass yourself by being tardy."
"Don't worry about that."

With that conversation finished, I entered the building while Ellin went into another nearby building.

I followed Ellin's advice and went inside.

"Student, this way."

An official called out to me.

The official handed me a paper with my room number, location, and the dormitory rules.

My room was number 3405.

The number was quite large, probably because there were so many students.

I took the elevator to find my room.

When I reached the 17th floor, there was an unexpected person waiting for the elevator.

He was about to enter the elevator but stopped when he saw me.

"Hello?"
"Hello."
"You know my name, right?"
"Chris Gabriel."

Chris Gabriel.

My closest friend, closer to me than anyone else.

The appearance of my best friend was incredibly welcome.
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"It's been a while."

In truth, it hadn't even been a year, so it wasn't really that long, but I just wanted to say it.

Chris expressed confusion at my greeting.

"Been a while? Have we met before?"
"No, we haven't. I was just saying that."
"That's a relief. I thought I might have forgotten you."
"I'm sorry about back then."

I was referring to when I forfeited during the ranking match.

Forfeiting a match is disrespectful to your opponent, after all.

"It's fine. Let's get along well from now on."
"Thanks."
"Let's have a match sometime."
"Sure."

He took the elevator that had returned and went down to the lower floor.

As a priest, his straightforward and refreshing personality was certainly worth emulating.

After my reunion with Chris, I stood in front of Room 3405, which would be my living quarters from now on.

I placed my hand on the door lock and carefully injected a small amount of magical power.

-Ding!-

The door lock recognized that the magical power was mine and opened the door.

'They're already using this.'

A system that wouldn't be widely available for another ten years was already in use here.

In the future, this would be a common system, but right now, not many places would be using such cutting-edge technology.

This truly deserved the "Imperial" title.

It boasted systems that were on a different level compared to other academies.

'To think I've enrolled in a place like this...'

I felt an unnecessary sense of pride.

As I marveled at the academy's technological prowess, I entered the room.

'Wow...'

I was amazed once again by the luxurious interior that was hard to believe was a student dormitory room.

It was incredibly spacious despite being a single room.

"Wow... even the bed..."

I sat down gently on a bed that looked like something only billionaires would use.

-Sink-

The bed was so soft that it felt like I might get sucked in at any moment.

Still, I needed to unpack my luggage right now, so I resisted the temptation of the bed and started unpacking.

Not that I had much luggage to speak of.

'They've prepared everything.'

Most daily necessities were already in the room, so the only useful items I had were books and clothes.

Because of that, unpacking took less time than I expected.

"What should I do now?"

After unpacking, I had nothing particular to do.

I could only start exploring the dungeons inside the academy starting tomorrow.

"Going outside is a bit..."

Going outside to clear dungeons seemed like a waste of time.

Besides, I had already cleared two this morning.

'What should I really do?'

Since I was extremely bored, I decided to look around the academy.

I left the dormitory building and explored various places with the map I had received earlier.

I checked out places I would frequently use in the future, like the cafeteria and the dungeon strategy room.

'I wonder if I need to figure out dinner on my own today?'

While I was pondering about dinner, my phone suddenly rang.

-Ding!-

When I checked my phone, it was Aelin, as expected.

The message read:

-You need to handle dinner on your own today. Buy some snacks while you're getting dinner. You'll be hungry later...-

And a little while later, another message came.

-I'm going to eat with my friends, so buy mine too. You know what I usually eat, right? Get that.-

I was speechless at the sheer audacity.

'But... I needed to go out anyway.'

Before leaving, I visited one more place.

It was the library.

It was an enormous library that occupied an entire building next to the academy's main building.

As someone whose hobby was reading, I couldn't contain my excitement.

'Come to think of it, I haven't been able to read books lately.'

In my previous life, I consistently read about three books a week, but lately, I hadn't had the time.

These days, with how exhausting life had been, it was more beneficial for me to get an extra nap than to read books.

Lamenting my situation, I entered the library.

"Hello?"

A somehow familiar voice greeted me in the library.

And as soon as I heard that voice, my status window reacted.

[Absolute Loyalty has been activated.]

[All stats increase by 10% when you are with your lord (Elizabeth Michael).]

[Your lord (Elizabeth Michael) feels affection for her faithful knight (Albert Veros).]

"Hello, it's been a while."

She welcomed me from behind the counter.

'She mentioned she was in the library committee at the academy...'

The conversations we had shared flashed through my mind.

"You're the only one who's visited the library so far."

As she said, there was no one in the library except for her and me.

"I like how quiet it is."
"Do you usually like books?"
"Of course."

Of course, the reason I started liking books was also because of the person in front of me.

I wanted to like what the person I liked enjoyed.

So I started reading books, and since it was surprisingly fun, it became a genuine hobby.

"That's unexpected..."
"I hear that a lot, like 'What business does someone like you have reading?'"
"Ah! That's not what I meant... I'm sorry."

She apologized sincerely.

"It's okay, I knew that."
"You're quite mischievous."
"That's the first time I've heard that."
"That's also unexpected."
"Have you had dinner yet?"

When I mentioned "dinner," her expression darkened.

"Not yet..."

She probably hadn't eaten yet because she was managing the library in place of the teacher.

She also looked hungry.

"Let's go eat together when the teacher comes back."

Just as I finished speaking, someone entered the library.

And the person who had just entered spoke.

"Is this a date invitation?"
"Riel! It's not like that!"
"That's not for you to decide, miss."

Riel was looking at me.

And she was also waiting for my response with an anxious expression.

Seeing her expression made me want to tease her.

I looked directly into her eyes and said:

"Yes, it is a date invitation."
"See?"
"Eh? Really!?"

She blushed and was trying hard to avoid my gaze.

"You're joking... right?"
"No, I'm not."
"Kyaaaa! He says it's not a joke! Miss, I'll be going now!"

Riel made a huge fuss and ran out of the library.

She didn't seem like that type of person normally...

I was a bit surprised by her unexpectedly student-like behavior.

"Um... that..."
"I was joking. I just wanted to tease you a bit."
"What!?"
"But I was serious about having dinner together."
"Really..."

About 20 minutes later, the teacher came to the library.

We left the library in the teacher's care and went outside.

Once outside, she spoke first.

"What should we eat?"
"I don't have anything particular in mind."

She asked me.

"Is there anything you want to eat?"
"How about tteokbokki? I like it."
"Oh! I really love tteokbokki too."
"What a coincidence."

It wasn't a coincidence, but I do like tteokbokki.

"Let's go to that place next to the Hunter Guild. It's really delicious."

That place was also a restaurant I learned about thanks to someone, but still.

"I go there often too. Their tteokbokki is delicious."

She was beaming at the thought of eating her favorite tteokbokki.

"By the way, why didn't you join our party?"

She suddenly changed the topic.

"I prefer being alone, for now."
"For now?"
"You saw it."
"Ah... because of that skill, right?"
"Yes."

If it only had the stat reduction effect, I would have endured it and joined her party.

However, people who are heavily exposed to mental attacks often suffer from severe trauma.

Moreover, if it's an intimidation skill, which is among the top-tier mental attacks, it would be even worse.

"You're surprisingly kind."
"Am I?"
"Yes, you're very kind."

She stared into my eyes again.

I avoided her gaze out of embarrassment, but she continued speaking regardless.

"Perhaps..."

I interrupted her and said:

"If you're thinking of joining my party, I'll allow it, but you'll need [Michael's Blessing]."

She burst into laughter at my words.

"You're funny."
"The tteokbokki is here. Let's eat."

She and I focused on eating the tteokbokki, temporarily forgetting our previous conversation.

As expected, this place's tteokbokki was delicious, but I didn't eat that much.

"You must have been hungry."

She was devouring quite a large amount of tteokbokki by herself.

I felt oddly pleased watching her.

"I was starving today."
"Take care of yourself. You're already thin."
"It's hard when I'm so busy. I'm done eating. Aren't you going to finish yours?"
"I have a small stomach."

I wasn't particularly hungry to begin with.

After finishing our meal, we stood up from our seats.

"I'll pay."
"Ah... you don't have to..."
"I want to treat you."

Before she could protest, I completed the payment.

"Thank you."
"I'll be going now. I have something to do outside."

She asked me:

"What do you need to do?"
"I'm going grocery shopping. There's not much to eat in the dormitory."

It's better to buy simple ingredients and cook for myself.

Eating at the cafeteria would be fine too, but I'm more used to this.

As I was about to part ways with her, she called out to me.

And then she said:

"Can I come with you?"
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I was momentarily speechless with surprise when she asked if she could come along.

Seeing my reaction, she spoke with an anxious voice.

"Is that not okay?"
"Is this perhaps a date invitation?"
"What!? Th-that's not... not what I meant at all!"

Her stammering was incredibly cute.

"You can come along. I was feeling a bit bored by myself anyway."

Two is much better than one.

Especially if that person is her.

We headed to the nearest supermarket from the tteokbokki restaurant.

On the way to the supermarket, she looked at my empty hands.

"You didn't bring a bag or anything?"
"I'll just carry everything."
"Use this."

She handed me the bag she had been carrying.

"Oh, thank you. I'll return it to you tomorrow."
"I'd appreciate that. But what are you planning to buy?"
"Rice, vegetables, fruit, and some snacks?"

It was fortunate that the dormitory was well-equipped with cooking tools like rice cookers and frying pans.

"So you cook for yourself?"
"Of course. I hate to brag, but I'm actually a good cook."
"I'd like to try your cooking sometime."
"We're here."

We entered the supermarket.

Once inside, I opened my wallet to get a coin for the shopping cart.

'I don't have a 100 won coin.'

"Do you happen to have 100 won?"
"Here you go."

She took a 100 won coin from her wallet and handed it to me.

I was a bit surprised that the princess had such a small denomination in her wallet.

"Let's go."
"But if you cook, does that mean you don't eat the cafeteria food?"
"I don't."
"That's unusual."

We walked around the supermarket, putting various items in the cart.

Before we knew it, an hour had passed while we were engrossed in shopping.

"Let's go now."
"Wow, we got quite a lot."

She was looking at the cart filled with items.

"We sure did."

We placed all these items at the checkout counter.

I put the purchased items one by one into the bag she had given me.

After finishing the checkout, as we were heading back to the academy, I made eye contact with someone.

That person looked back and forth between me and her, while she stared at him expressionlessly.

'Leo Michael.'

He, like her, was a child of the emperor.

However, unlike her, he wasn't a child of the emperor and empress.

Yes, he was her half-brother.

He probably disapproved of her enjoying a commoner's lifestyle, unlike himself.

Of course, what bothered him more was that she was the closest person to the next imperial throne.

"Hey."

Leo suddenly addressed me, who was standing next to her.

"What?"
"What's your relationship with her?"

Leo glared at both of us alternately.

"We're not in any kind of relationship yet."
"Yet?"
"Yeah, not yet."

Leo seemed a bit taken aback by my use of the word "yet," and she, who was listening beside me, had the same reaction.

"Well, I'll be going now. See you tomorrow."
"See you tomorrow."

After saying goodbye to her, I headed to the dormitory.

After I left, they seemed to be having a conversation with each other.

I was very curious about the content of that conversation, but I had no right to hear it.

'That's a shame.'

***

After he left, Leo spoke to her.

"What's your relationship with that guy?"
"Well, I'm not really sure myself?"
"Should I tell Father about this?"
"Of course."

He was a bit taken aback by her confidence.

"But that friend isn't exactly a commoner, you know?"
"He's not?"
"You didn't know that? We're in the same class, so you should ask him."

He was also in Class A.

Though he barely made it as 49th out of 50 students.

"There must be quite a difference in your levels though."
"You two seem quite close?"
"We get along well. He has a good personality. Unlike some people."
"He doesn't seem any different from the others to me. Haven't you seen people who just pretend to be nice?"

She smiled wryly at him.

"You still have no eye for people."

Although she hadn't known him for long, she felt that he was somewhat different from other nobles.

"You don't seem to have known him for long, but have you already fallen for him?"
"Not... exactly."

While she did have feelings for him, it wasn't quite "falling for him" yet.

'But why is this guy so interested in my love life?'

"If you date someone like him..."

She cut off Leo's words.

"Mind your own business."
"What did you say?"
"I said mind your own business. Father seems to be quite worried about your issues too."
"That's none of your business!"
"By that logic, what kind of relationship I have with him is none of your business either."

He seemed angry, hissing as he left.

'What a nuisance.'

She also realized it was getting late and hurried back to the dormitory.

However, she stopped in front of the men's dormitory.

The man she had just parted with was waiting for her in front of the dormitory, eating ice cream.

And he handed her a new ice cream he was holding.

"Would you like this?"

The ice cream he offered was her favorite.

She took it and started eating it little by little.

"So you do like it."

In his eyes, visible under the dim night sky with the lights, there was some inexplicable nostalgia.

"You knew?"
"When we were shopping earlier, you kept looking at it."
"I did!?"
"Yes."

She hadn't realized she had done that.

She felt embarrassed by her behavior.

He was still looking at her with those eyes.

She had always wondered why he gave her such looks.

But she hadn't found the right timing to ask. She had been waiting for that timing to come.

And finally, that timing came to her.

"Um... I've been wondering..."

He answered calmly.

"What is it?"
"Have we met before, by any chance?"

She was curious about the reason for his gaze, but also about the inexplicable familiarity she felt from him.

She still felt it, and had felt it when she first saw him.

She wondered why.

"Before... I don't think so?"
"Right?"

Certainly, in her memory, the first time she met him was during the ranking determination test.

"Then why do you always look at me with those eyes?"

That was the first time, but from that very first moment, he had those eyes.

He even cried that day.

Despite the distance between them, she could see his intense tears.

"That's a secret."
"A secret?"
"Yes."

Seeing his resolute attitude, she felt he wouldn't tell her even if she asked again, so she asked something else.

"Then what did you mean by 'not in any relationship yet'?"
"I thought you would know."

She did have some idea.

But she asked because she couldn't believe it.

"The meaning you're thinking of is correct."
"Really?"

Instead of answering, he nodded.

"Look forward to it."

At those words, her face turned bright red.

"Well, I'll be going now."
"O-okay... see you tomorrow."

Seeing her blushing face, he smiled.

It was a smile quite different from his usual ones.

Then he immediately entered the dormitory building.

After watching him enter, she also headed to the women's dormitory.

When she returned to her room, Riel was waiting for her.

"Why are you here?"
"I'm curious! Come in quickly!"

Riel urged her.

She went into her room with Riel and began to tell her about what happened today.

"Starting from the library today..."

Riel listened attentively to her story with sparkling eyes.

***

After hearing her story, Riel said with a confident expression:

"So it was a date after all."
"I told you it wasn't a date!"
"When a man and woman go to a restaurant together and go shopping, that's a date. And that friend likes you! Does this mean the princess will finally have a boyfriend?"

She didn't deny it.

And Riel noticed that fact.

"I'll take your silence as confirmation."
"No... wait!"
"What now?"
"But I'm curious, why does he like me? We haven't known each other for long."
"He said it's a secret, right? Then you need to think about it yourself. And does it matter if he doesn't like you yet? You get to know each other while dating and come to like each other."

She was somewhat convinced by Riel's words.

"Is that how it works?"
"Yes, and there might be something you don't know. No, there definitely is something."

She thought about those words.

'Something I don't know?'

Seeing her expression, Riel said:

"What's wrong with not knowing everything! From the way he acts, it seems like a good memory."
"Then that's good."
"I'm just glad you're finally showing interest in romance."

Riel was as happy as if it were her own affair.

"I've always been interested!"
"You just say that."
"No, really!"
"If you say so."

They spent the otherwise boring night engaged in lively conversation.
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The next day, it finally became March 1st.

On the first day, the entrance ceremony would be held in the auditorium.

It was a very ordinary schedule.

With so many students gathered in the auditorium, it was both chaotic and noisy.

I chose a seat at the very back of the student seating area.

As soon as I sat down, Raycle appeared from somewhere and sat next to me.

I asked him:

"What are you doing?"
"This is the best spot, you know."

It certainly was a good seat.

A prime spot where you could leave immediately after the entrance ceremony ended.

But most students didn't realize this and were sitting as close to the front as possible.

'They'll have to wait an incredibly long time.'

I felt sorry for them, knowing they'd be waiting for quite a while later.

Just before the entrance ceremony began, a familiar voice came from behind.

"Oh, hello? You guys are already here."

Following Raycle, Chris also sat in the last row.

Raycle said to Chris:

"You're late."
"I overslept because I forgot about it."

Come to think of it, Chris was always the type to be late for appointments, wasn't he?

I remembered always waiting an hour whenever I had plans with Chris.

"Hey, by the way, do we have regular classes today?"

Chris asked me about today's classes.

"Probably?"

Chris's expression darkened when he heard my answer.

Raycle sighed and said:

"What electives did you guys choose?"
"Dungeon."
"Me too, dungeon."
"What about the rest?"
"Physical training, swordsmanship, and intermediate magic theory."
"Divine power, intermediate magic theory, and physical training."

Chris and I had chosen the same subjects except for one.

Raycle seemed a bit surprised by our answers.

"Intermediate magic theory? That difficult subject?"
"It's actually super easy to get good grades in that."
"You only need to do a little bit."

Apparently, because it's so difficult, they give high scores even for minimal effort.

Raycle looked at Chris and asked:

"But why is a priest learning physical training?"
"Have you ever been hit by a healer?"
"No, that's why I'm asking."
"You will be soon."

In reality, Chris was quite proficient in physical training as well as divine power.

He could toy with most warriors using just his physical combat skills.

He even beat Raycle once by enduring with self-healing and winning through stamina.

This must be the result of his hard work starting from this time.

By the way, what is this guy taking?

I was curious about what subjects Raycle had chosen.

"Then what about you?"
"Physical training, dungeon."
"And the rest?"
"That's it, just those two."
"So you're just going to play during the remaining time?"
"Of course."

This guy was in no position to question Chris about choosing physical training.

Having fewer electives means the other subjects carry more weight.

'But I guess it doesn't matter for him.'

He's the type who can make a living by joining parties based on skill alone.

"Parties only recruit based on skill anyway."
"They look at grades too, you know."
"What are you planning to do?"

Chris seemed to be asking about my career path.

'Career path...'

"Special Forces, of course."
"Wow... that tough job?"
"It's cool, isn't it?"

It looks incredibly cool in the public eye, but in reality, it's an extremely difficult profession.

Always fighting on the front lines risking your life, clearing unprocessed dungeons, doing spy work...

Is it just my imagination that I suddenly don't want to do it anymore?

"It is cool."
"The current Knight Commander was also in the Special Forces."

It's also a job that pays well and offers good treatment.

It's the dream job for many hunters.

"But you need to be incredibly strong to do that."

As Chris said, you need to possess insane strength as a basic requirement.

That's why there aren't many Special Forces members.

Even when I was active as Special Forces, there were only about 12 members.

"You've got big dreams."
"You guys could do it too."

In fact, Chris was in the Special Forces.

And Raycle could have done it too if he wanted.

"Maybe I should give it a try?"
"Go for it, you're more than capable."

Chris was contemplating his own career path.

"Oh, it's starting."

As Raycle said, the entrance ceremony began, and Briton, the freshman representative, appeared on the stage.

Students couldn't help but admire his neat appearance in the school uniform.

"Wow... he really looks like a sculpture."
"Was he always this handsome?"
"Is it fair for the top student to be that good-looking?"

Briton recited the matriculation pledge and bowed his head in greeting.

Raycle complained beside me:

"He's so lucky, becoming the top student thanks to favorable matchups."
"It was definitely favorable matchups."

Chris agreed with that statement.

"But you lost to him."
"..."
"If you had faced me or Albert, you would have definitely been eliminated."
"I can't beat him."

I definitely couldn't have beaten him back then, even if Raycle might have.

"Because of your stats?"
"Yeah, because of my stats."

My strength was too low, so I could never have broken through Briton's shield.

"But what did you do during those five months?"
"My level was lagging, so I worked hard."
"I think I'd lose if we fought now."
"You lost last time too."
"You talk as if you won before."

Chris burst into laughter.

Raycle glared at Chris like he wanted to kill him.

I changed the subject to defuse this murderous atmosphere.

"The principal is giving his speech."

They quieted down and listened to the principal's address.

After the boring speech finally ended, the teachers were introduced.

"That teacher is such an asshole."

Raycle was pointing at one of the teachers.

Chris looked at the finger-pointing with a puzzled expression.

"He teaches well."
"He keeps waking me up."
"The problem is you sleeping during class."
"I sleep because there's no need to listen."
"That's just an excuse."

I wonder if these two get along well or poorly...

Still, their bickering was kind of fun to watch.

'Who are the teachers?'

I examined the faces of the teachers on the stage.

Among them were faces I recognized, but there were many I didn't know.

I never really had connections with the academy teachers to begin with.

At most, I only knew the teachers who had helped the military during the war.

I was looking at the teacher who left the strongest impression on me.

She would also become the wife of the guy next to me.

"What are you staring at?"

Raycle noticed my gaze.

"That teacher is quite pretty."
"It's not like that at all."
"You don't need to hide it, you're at that age."

Considering she was in her mid-thirties, she was an incredibly youthful-looking teacher.

'She looks exactly the same as back then.'

Being an awakened one, there wasn't much difference in her appearance from that time.

"That teacher is our homeroom teacher."
"Huh? Really?"

Raycle seemed startled by Chris's words.

Looking at Raycle, he seemed fidgety.

"Why are you so surprised?"
"Ah~ you don't know? Well~"
"Shut up."

Raycle glared at Chris with a fierce expression.

"Hey, you'll find out anyway. Can I... tell him?"
"Do whatever you want."

Raycle gave permission with a very displeased expression.

Chris then said excitedly:

"He confessed to that teacher and got rejected."
"Really? No way..."

I couldn't believe it, so I looked to the side.

There sat Raycle with a gloomy expression as if he'd lost his country.

'Seems it's true.'

It appears he had liked her since his academy days.

I heard about their marriage quite late, so I thought they hadn't had any connection during academy times...

"And he confessed again."
"Why are you telling that too?"

He must have pursued her for a long time.

'I guess he's the type to only look at one person.'

Of course, I was the same.

"What's wrong with knowing? It would be sad if you didn't know about this amusing thing."
"Do you really want me to hit you?"
"If one punch is enough, I'll gladly take it."

About 20 minutes passed like that.

After the entrance ceremony ended, students headed to their respective classrooms according to the guidance.

We were able to quickly get to our classroom since we were near the exit.

"Our classroom is this way."

When we entered the classroom Chris pointed out, I saw an ordinary lecture hall.

We entered the classroom and each sat where we wanted.

Chris sat at the very front, I sat somewhere in the middle, and Raycle sat at the very back.

"Why are you sitting there? Come to the front."
"The very front is a bit much."

Raycle agreed with me.

Chris reluctantly came and sat next to me.

"The front row is better..."

Grumbling as he sat next to me, Chris gestured for Raycle to come over.

"I'm not coming."
"Come here."
"I said I'm not coming."
"I said come here."
"You guys argue so childishly."

They still had that middle school vibe.

But in the end, Raycle swallowed his pride and came over.

"When are the others coming anyway?"

About 10 minutes had passed since we arrived in the classroom, but we were still the only ones there.

"Probably in about 20 minutes."
"So if we had sat in the front, we'd be waiting for 30 minutes?"
"Of course."

The thought that we could have been buried in that crowd waiting for 30 minutes sent chills down my spine.

"You should thank us."
"I was sitting here first though?"
"Oh, that's right..."

Raycle, who had been watching our conversation, said:

"What's today's schedule?"

Chris turned on his phone to check today's timetable.

"History, math, basic magic theory, and combat practice."
"Combat practice on the first day?"
"Albert, let's fight this time. We couldn't last time."
"Sure."

While we were chatting about today's schedule, someone opened the classroom door and entered.

'So he's in our class.'

Leo Michael.

He entered the classroom with the same expressionless face as yesterday.
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He glared at me for about three seconds, then sat in the corner of the very last row in the classroom.

Chris also looked at Leo and said,

"Did something happen between you two?"
"No? Nothing special."
"His eyes looked pretty fierce for someone you don't know."
"I just ran into him once yesterday while heading to the dorm."

Chris nodded.

"That's good if that's all it was."
"You should be careful around him."

Chris agreed with that.

"Yeah, he's kind of a troublemaker."

These guys have some nerve.

Talking about someone right in front of them, knowing they can hear everything...

And about the Emperor's son, no less.

Even considering that he can't exercise his power in the academy, it's still a gutsy move.

But this guy had backing.

The reliable backing of his parents.

But I don't have such...

'Or do I?'

Suddenly, the most reliable person in the world came to mind.

"What are you thinking about?"

When I came to my senses, Chris was looking at me like I was strange.

"My girlfriend."
"What?"
"...!?"

At those words, not only Chris and Raicle but even Leo in the distance looked surprised.

Chris asked me,

"You have a girlfriend?"
"I was just joking..."
"Oh..."
"Yeah, I thought so."

When I said it was a joke, everyone looked at me with disappointed expressions.

"What do you mean 'you thought so'? You believed it."
"Honestly, it wouldn't be surprising if you did. It would be weirder if you didn't."

Chris said this while looking at my face.

"I've never dated anyone."
"Eh? Really!?"
"That's more surprising than you having a girlfriend."
"What have you been doing all this time?"
"Yeah, really..."

I was a bit taken aback by the question "What have you been doing all this time?"

'I should have lived more earnestly.'

If I had worked as hard in my previous life as I am now, would things have been different?

That question lingered in my mind.

But there was no point in thinking about it now.

I've been given a chance to make up for past mistakes, and I should make good use of it.

And that alone is enough.

"Teacher's here."

At some point, all the students of Class A had entered the classroom, and so had the teacher.

The woman with impressively pointed, long ears and blonde hair spoke.

"From today, I'll be your homeroom teacher. My name is Gloria Taylor."

I noticed Raicle listening attentively to Gloria's words.

"I'm sure you're most curious about how your grades will be determined, so I'll explain that first."

Unless you're a special case like Raicle, grades are important.

Whether you join the military or a large party, they focus on grades.

"Your evaluation will be based on 25% common subject grades, 25% elective subject grades, and 50% combat performance. Additionally, you can earn extra points by winning awards at various events or competitions, or by performing well in dungeons."

'Combat performance is 50%, huh...'

So that's why someone like Raicle can be in Class A.

Of course, that doesn't mean you can neglect academic subjects.

They still account for 50% of the total.

"For your information, my subjects are swordsmanship and history."

Come to think of it, was the first period history?

"Today's first period is history. Everyone received their textbooks, right?"

Gloria showed her ruthlessness by starting with the curriculum from the very first class.

***

I listened to the lecture just in case, but I was relieved to find that I already knew all the content.

However, this guy didn't seem to feel the same way.

"Wow... how can she jump into the curriculum from day one?"

Raicle looked like he was dying of boredom.

Still, perhaps because it was Ms. Gloria's class, he managed to stay awake and focus.

"By the way, why didn't you take swordsmanship?"
"I don't need it."

At least he's not just mindlessly following me around.

"That's true."
"What's the next class?"
"Combat training."
"Oh!"

We headed to the training ground where the combat class would be held.

Since it was still break time, there weren't many people there yet.

"Perfect timing. Let's do it."
"Now?"
"When else would we do it?"

He immediately activated [Body Like a Sword].

His entire body was imbued with a terrifying amount of power.

I felt a bit intimidated by his fierce appearance.

'Clearly I'm not the only one who's been working hard.'

Just from that one skill, I could tell that Raicle had also been putting in effort over the past five months.

Reassured by this fact, I simultaneously activated [Blade of Darkness] and [Mortal's End].

Just as I was impressed by his improved skills, he was also amazed at my growth.

"You're a complete monster."
"Look who's talking."

Both Raicle and I had made tremendous progress.

His level was probably still higher than mine.

Originally, there was about a twofold difference.

That gap must have narrowed considerably by now, but there would still be a difference.

Still, I felt like I wouldn't be struggling due to inferior stats anymore.

I charged at Raicle, feeling the cool sensation in my hand.

-Clang clang clang!-

His sharp hands and my sword clashed, making strange sounds as they fought against each other.

-Whoosh!-

Raicle charged at me with lightning speed.

It was a blow powerful enough to knock out anyone with ordinary skills, but I blocked it rather easily.

I took one step back, then activated [Swiftness] and swung my sword at Raicle with increased speed.

-Clang!-

Raicle was surprised by the quick attack using [Swiftness], but he managed to respond calmly.

"Oh, not bad."
"The rank is much higher than before."

As he said, the rank of [Swiftness] had increased by 4 levels.

But Raicle still reacted to my [Swiftness] despite its higher rank.

'He really is impressive.'

Still, he's just a kid.

Just a 17-year-old brat lacking in both skill and experience.

I tripped Raicle's leg as he maintained an awkward posture trying to dodge my attack.

"Huh!?"

He immediately lost his balance and tumbled to the ground.

Watching this, I chuckled and pointed my sword at his neck, just like last time.

"That's unfair."
"That's real combat. Fair or unfair, winning is all that matters."

Whether you win by playing dirty or lose while fighting fair, winning is winning and losing is losing.

And in real combat, winning means living, and losing means dying.

"That's not the point."
"This isn't real combat, you know?"
"We're treating it like it is, and if this had been a real situation, you'd be dead."

Raicle couldn't argue and lowered his head.

"How you win doesn't matter much. What matters is whether you win or lose. Just win first."
"You sound like a real expert."

Raicle looked at me with somewhat admiring eyes.

"I am an expert."

In one-on-one close combat, I was strong enough to defeat anyone.

If I'm not an expert, who is?

-Clap clap clap-

I turned my head at the sound of applause from behind.

"Excellent."

Ms. Gloria was clapping in my direction.

Now that I think about it, I remember that our homeroom teacher was in charge of combat training.

"I can hardly believe you're only 17."

"I often think the same thing."

Sometimes I'm amazed by the fact that I'm only 17 years old.

"I'd like to spar with you sometime, as one swordsman to another."
"I'd welcome that anytime."

We took a short break while waiting for class to start.

As class time approached, the other students began to show up.

"Did you two already have a match?"

Chris complained about being left out of the fun.

"You should have come earlier."
"So who won?"
"I did."
"Shouldn't have asked."

Raicle warned Chris.

"You can't beat him. I guarantee it."

Despite his confident voice, Chris didn't back down.

"Just because you lost doesn't mean I will."
"He's really the strongest in one-on-one combat, though it's mostly because of his skills."
"Those don't work on me."

It seems Chris has already obtained [Gabriel's Blessing].

I'm not sure what rank it is, but it's probably not low enough that I could pierce through the blessing and intimidate him.

"I'll look forward to it."

Chris nodded with a dignified expression.

It might be worth looking forward to.

"Everyone, please gather around. I'll explain the second class."

The second class of the day was about to begin.

Gloria enthusiastically explained what we needed to do today and in the future.

But the only thing that mattered to us was Gloria's statement: "Since it's the first day, you can spar with whoever you want, as much as you want."

Chris and I looked at each other, and as soon as Gloria finished speaking, we immediately took positions in the center of the training ground.

And then.

"Come at me."

***

At that same time, something unexpected was happening in the Kingdom of Babylon.

In a pitch-black space where not even a speck of light could enter, someone was giving orders to their subordinate.

The subordinate was shocked by the command.

"Your Majesty!..."

The order was to wage war against the Kingdom of Orion, a neighboring country and ally of the Kainis Empire.

The subordinate opposed the order in her heart, but she couldn't express her opinion to her lord.

It was obvious what would happen to her if she did.

"Understood..."

She had no choice but to carry out the king's orders.

The king smiled arrogantly at the back of his obedient subordinate.

"Ugh!... Then I'll take my leave..."

The subordinate noticed his gaze and left the place as quickly as possible.

The king watched her disappearing figure for a long time.
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"Not using your sword?"

Chris was looking at my empty hands.

As he pointed out, I hadn't summoned the [Sword of Darkness].

"Just keeping things fair."

With those words, I activated [Mortal's End].

My heart was in pain, but my body was infused with formidable power.

My body became stronger, more agile, and more durable.

And normally, Chris's stats should have been reduced due to the intimidation effect.

[[Gabriel's Blessing] completely negates the intimidation effect.]

But it didn't work on him.

His rank must be high enough that it was "completely" negated.

Chris said with a confident expression:

"Come at me."

Those words triggered an instantaneous start to our duel.

Chris immediately threw a punch toward my face.

-Thud!-

I barely blocked his fist with one hand.

His heavy punch gave me an unimaginable shock.

'Why is he so strong?'

I managed to block it, but my hand took tremendous strain.

Chris continued punching at me.

-Thwack! Thwack!-

The martial art he was using was the traditional fighting style of the Kainis Empire.

It was the same as what I used in my past life, yet slightly different.

"Are you really a priest?"

Chris had always boasted tremendous combat ability despite being a priest.

That's why not having to focus on defense was a huge advantage for him.

"Of course."

He used holy power to heal himself.

It was powerful holy energy, as if proving to me that he was indeed a priest.

I couldn't let this fight with Chris drag on.

Especially for someone like me.

'This is getting dangerous.'

My heart was already starting to hurt.

Perhaps because my rank was low, my life force was draining at an alarming rate.

"Struggling already? So soon?"
"It's a bit tough."

I couldn't just keep defending, so I threw punches at Chris.

-Thud! Thwack!-

Chris seemed surprised by my martial arts.

"You... how do you...?"

The fighting style I was using was the same one he used.

"Where did you learn that?"

I had learned it from Chris himself, but I couldn't tell him that.

"From my best friend."

I drove my fist into that best friend's stomach.

"Ugh!..."

He staggered from my punch but quickly regained his composure.

Then, as he straightened up, he struck my face.

-Thud!-

With a loud sound, red liquid flowed from my nose.

I wiped the nosebleed with my sleeve and kicked Chris.

"Urk!..."

As the distance between us widened, Chris tried to heal himself with holy power, and I rushed in to prevent it.

I closed the distance with Chris and this time threw a punch at his face.

-Thwack!-

Chris was knocked back by the impact and fell to the ground.

Wanting to end this soon, I quickly summoned my sword.

Then, pointing the blade at his neck, I said:

"Let's stop here."

Chris looked disappointed but acknowledged his defeat and ended the duel.

He healed my wounds and said:

"You're pretty good."
"I almost lost."
"What do you mean almost lost? I just let you win."

Chris didn't believe me, but I really had almost lost.

Due to the penalty from [Mortal's End], I only had 10% of my life force remaining.

If the fight had dragged on a little longer, I would have lost.

"Phew."

I caught my breath and rested.

Raicle spoke to me as I lay on the ground enjoying the rest.

"Why didn't you use your sword?"
"Because I could win without it."
"Wow... that hurts my pride."

This was only possible because everyone had only undergone their first awakening.

I don't know when everyone's second awakening will be, but when that time comes, I won't be able to guarantee victory against these guys.

"But when did you complete your second awakening?"
"A while ago."

Not just a while, but several decades ago.

"You must have struggled a lot, second awakening at your age."
"I did struggle."
"Everyone, please gather around."

Somehow, the second class was already ending.

"Starting from next time, your performance will count toward your grades, so please do your best. I'll post the tournament bracket in the group chat this evening."

As Gloria finished speaking, the bell signaling the end of class rang.

All the students left the training ground to prepare for their next class.

"Let's go too."

We were about to return to the classroom.

However, at that moment, someone entered the training ground.

And with that person's appearance, my status window reacted.

[Absolute Loyalty has been activated.]

[All stats increase by 10% when with your lord (Elizabeth Michael).]

[Your lord (Elizabeth Michael) feels affection for her faithful knight (Albert Veros).]

'My Empress...'

When I looked at her, she was looking at me too.

I approached her and greeted her.

"Hello."
"Oh... hi. Are you guys also in combat class?"
"Yes, we just finished."

I said goodbye to her and left the training ground.

Raicle and Chris followed me out with puzzled expressions.

Then Chris asked me:

"Are you close with that senior?"
"A little?"
"Really?"

Both Chris and even Raicle seemed surprised that I was close with her.

"Why are you so surprised?"
"You really don't know why I'm asking?"
"Why?"
"That senior is the top student in the third year!"

Of course she would be first.

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that no high school student in this world could defeat her after her first awakening.

Probably even I, who am currently enjoying the benefits of my skills, wouldn't stand a chance against her.

She's that strong.

"So?"
"You're really something..."
"Is it that big a deal?"
"Of course it is. If you could introduce me to her..."

I said in a firm voice:

"Shut up."

When I glared at him with contempt, Chris hurriedly explained:

"No, it's not what you're thinking."
"What is it then?"
"I want to join her party."
"That would be difficult."
"Of course it would be!"

Chris was looking at me with sparkling eyes, pleading.

"But I don't think it'll happen."
"Why? Were you rejected too?"
"No, the opposite actually."

Chris was lost in thought for a moment, then suddenly shouted at me:

"You rejected her?!"
"Yeah, she asked me to join her party once."
"When?"
"The first day of the ranking tournament."
"And you rejected her?"
"Yeah."

Chris stared at me with an incredulous look.

"Do you know how hard it is to get into her party?"
"Somewhat?"
"Then why didn't you join??"
"I'm not the party type."

I was always a loner, so I was a novice when it came to parties.

Even when I formed a party with Chris, it became a good party because of our individual skills rather than our compatibility.

"That's a shame. But how did your sister get in?"
"She said they became friends."

Chris said with an exasperated expression:

"I want to be friends with her too..."

Chris returned to the classroom with a dejected look.

***

After the third class ended, we went to the cafeteria for lunch.

"You're eating something expensive?"

Chris was drooling as he looked at my 15,000 won school meal.

"Why did you order something so cheap?"

'This rich guy.'

Chris's father was not only a marquis with a high rank but also possessed tremendous wealth befitting his status.

And here was the son of such a father, ordering a 5,000 won school meal and envying someone else's food...

"I'm short on money..."

What on earth had he been doing to be short on money?

"What did you spend it on?"
"I bought armor."

Armor?

Items do tend to be quite expensive.

Especially those with good performance.

"How much was it?"
"15."
"15 million won?"
"No?"

He shook his head.

'No way?'

With a suspicion in mind, I said:

"150 million?"
"Yeah, that's right."
"You're the one using expensive stuff!"

150 million isn't extremely expensive, but for a student, it's an astronomical price.

It's an item with a price I couldn't even imagine affording right now.

"What's the effect?"
"40% defense boost and life regeneration buff."
"Wow..."

150 million is expensive, but for that performance, it's definitely a good item.

"If you had worn that, I would have lost."
"Yeah, too bad."

Raicle, who had been quietly eating while looking at his phone, spoke up:

"You guys should check the news."
"The news?"
"Yeah, the news."

Hearing his words, I turned on my phone.

'What's going on?'

I scrolled through the news, trying to recall.

The articles contained shocking news.

Many reporters were reporting that the Kingdom of Babylon had waged war against the Kingdom of Orion.

Hearing this news, I finally remembered.

'March 1, 675.'

Today's date.

This is the day King Bael of Babylon first waged war.

Using this war as a starting point, the Kingdom of Babylon would go on to wage war against several neighboring countries.

'Bael, it begins...'

The king of Babylon, also known as the Demon King, Bael, had been provoking other countries by flaunting his military power.

Of course, until now, it hadn't led to actual war.

But this time is different.

As many talented individuals emerged from the Kingdom of Babylon, he relied on them to wage war.

"War? Wow... there were signs of this coming, but... there's really a war now."

Chris couldn't hide his shock as he looked at his phone.

"We need to be careful too..."

As Raicle said, from this point on, Bael would occasionally provoke the Kainis Empire as well.

And in fact, one month later, a tremendous event would occur in the Kainis Empire.

'I must prevent that at all costs.'

Ch.20 - 19. Historical Distortion (1)
# 19. Historical Distortion (1)

April 3, 675.

About a month from now.

An assassin from the Babylon Kingdom will assassinate the Empress of the Kainis Empire.

Enraged by this incident, the Emperor of the Empire will wage war against the Babylon Kingdom.

Although the Kainis Empire boasted the greatest national power, the Babylon Kingdom was no pushover either.

Thus, the war continues for a long time without end.

And in the process, the Emperor passes away.

Rumors circulated that he died in battle, but the truth was different.

He suffered from depression due to his wife's death and the ongoing war.

And on July 1, 687, he ultimately makes an extreme choice.

All these events stem from the initial death of the Empress.

No matter what, I must prevent the Empress's death.

But...

'Can I stop it?'

The assassin who killed the Empress was skilled enough to penetrate the palace's tight security, succeed in the assassination, and escape afterward.

Of course, I know where he entered from and how he assassinated the Empress.

Still, I was anxious.

Since it was obvious others wouldn't believe me if I told them, I had to face the assassin alone.

I couldn't defeat him, so I needed to at least buy time...

'Is that even possible? How do I get into the palace in the first place? Should I ask Her Majesty for help?'

Unlike my usual confidence, I could only muster weak thoughts.

As I was sighing deeply, someone approached me.

And it was someone who could give me hope in this matter.

"Aren't you going to eat?"

That voice, which usually annoyed me so much, was now a welcome sound.

"Hey, good timing. Come with me."
"Huh? What the hell... Wait! Let go of me!"

I left my meal unfinished and dragged Ellin by the hand to a secluded place.

Chris, Raicle, and her friends watched us with puzzled expressions.

"Hey! You crazy bastard!"

She was furiously angry.

"Look, I'm sorry, but just hear me out."
"What is it? Let's hear it."

She glared at me with murderous eyes.

Though she wasn't saying it, her face and eyes seemed to warn, 'If this isn't important, I'll kill you.'

I spoke with some intimidation.

"I need your help."
"With what?"
"It's a long story..."
"Explain it."

***

I explained everything to her and asked for her help.

She listened attentively to what I had to say.

"So we wait at the entrance of the library in the palace where the Empress is, and then take down the assassin when he comes out, right?"
"That's right."
"When is this happening?"
"April 3rd."
"April 3rd!? Why are you only telling me now?"

She was quite surprised.

"I forgot about it."
"But why are you asking me?"
"Why ask such an obvious question? You're the only one who would believe me."

Not only that, but she's also a reliable ally in terms of skill.

With her, we'd have a much better chance of success.

"But how are we going to get into the palace?"

Ah, she doesn't know that Senior Diana is the princess.

"I have a good idea."
"A good idea?"
"Yeah, but I need some money."
"And?"

When I looked at her, she frowned.

"Lend me some money. You're rich, aren't you?"
"Ah... really, you're making it impossible for me to refuse."
"Thanks."
"So what do we need to do until then?"
"We need to get as strong as possible. You should work hard too."

We returned to the cafeteria.

They were still waiting for us there.

Raicle asked me:

"What were you two doing?"
"Having a sincere conversation with my sister."
"Bullshit. We just had something to talk about."

Chris showed interest in Ellin's response.

"Something to talk about?"

Ellin replied in a calm voice.

"He asked to borrow money."

I burst out laughing at her words.

'Well, that's not wrong.'

"Really?"
"Yeah, really."
"Is there something you want to buy?"
"There is, but it's a secret."
"How boring."

Chris was looking at me with disinterested eyes.

"Our next class is dungeon. Let's go."
"Alright."

We went to the dungeon conquest room for class.

Since it wasn't class time yet, there weren't many people around.

Chris checked the time on his phone and said:

"Should we clear one? We have time left. We could do an easy one, right?"

There were about 20 minutes left until class started.

To clear a dungeon in 20 minutes, it would have to be a really easy F-rank dungeon or something similar.

'Still, it's better than doing nothing.'

I agreed with Chris's suggestion.

Raicle said he was tired and sat on a bench to rest.

"Let's go, just us."

Chris said.

"F-rank?"
"That seems like our only option, we don't have much time."

Since we were short on time, we quickly entered one of the remaining F-rank dungeons.

***

"Wow..."

We barely managed to clear the dungeon in time and came out.

Since it was an F-rank dungeon, the rewards were terrible, but it was good that we accumulated some achievements.

Though the score would be low because it was F-rank.

'Better than nothing.'

As we came running with rough breaths, Raicle looked at us as if we were pathetic.

"Was it hard?"
"Damn hard... huff... huff..."
"Why did you do it then?"
"I leveled up."
"That's not because of this. You just got the last hit."

His words were right, but I rationalized it in my own way.

I justified that this hardship was necessary.

"Young people should seek out hardship..."
"So will you do it again next time?"
"Absolutely not."

It was necessary hardship, but I won't do it again.

It feels like I'm going to die from exhaustion.

Someone approached us as we were struggling.

It was a middle-aged man with an impressive physique and a large greatsword at his waist.

"It's good to see you working so hard."
"I'm not planning to be this reckless again."
"That's a good choice. Everyone, class is about to start, so please gather around."

It was the dungeon class teacher.

Once all the students gathered, the class began immediately.

The students were listening intently to every word the teacher said.

"Nice to meet you all. I'm Liam Reinhardt, and I'll be in charge of your dungeon classes from now on."

Unfortunately, I don't know who he is.

"Since you're all in A-class, I expect you're all quite capable, but I still think it's necessary to accurately assess your skills."

The A-class students' eyes sparkled at those words.

"Today, I want each of you to clear the highest difficulty dungeon you can handle alone."

Most students expressed disappointment at the word "alone," as they had been clearing dungeons in parties until now.

Still, since they had experience clearing dungeons alone during the entrance exam, they seemed to gain some confidence.

Raicle, who had been listening to Liam with an expressionless face, said to me:

"Lucky you, huh?"
"Yeah, fortunately."

This is advantageous for me, even if not for other students.

"By the way, how far can you clear alone?"
"Usually D-rank. C-rank is a bit tough."
"When you say 'a bit tough,' does that mean you can do it?"
"I can manage."

Of course, if I do a C-rank, I can't do anything else that day and need to rest.

"I guess that skill works on monsters too?"
"Of course."

And [Mortal's End] performs even better against monsters.

Most monsters don't have skills to block mental attacks, and thanks to the new effect that's added from B-rank, it gains stability.

[When killing a living being, the user's vitality is slightly restored.]

It's an overpowered effect, but my current rank is C+, so I can't receive that effect yet.

From B- rank, it becomes quite difficult to rank up, so it will take a while.

"That's so broken."
"There's a penalty, you know."
"Still broken. You can cover the penalty with increased stats."
"It feels weird hearing that from you."

It felt a bit off hearing such words from Raicle, who also has an overpowered skill like me.

"All your stats increase."
"My hands don't become as sharp as swords like yours."
"You're both overpowered, so shut up."

Chris expressed his displeasure, probably tired of seeing us.

I brought the conversation back to the class.

"Are you guys also going for D-rank?"
"Yeah."
"That's right."

They also seem to be planning to clear D-rank dungeons like me.

"I'll go with D-rank too."
"Let's go, it's our turn."

We selected D-rank dungeons and entered in the order of Chris, Raicle, and then me.

***

At that time, in the Babylon Kingdom, an assassin and the king were preparing for their operation.

"Redil, assassinate the Empress of the Kainis Empire."
"The Empress? Not the Emperor?"

The assassin called Redil questioned his order.

The king replied:

"Assassinating the Emperor is impossible. The Emperor is such a powerful warrior that even I am not confident of victory in a one-on-one fight. So target the Empress."
"Understood."

Bael knew that even if only the Empress disappeared, the Kainis Empire would suffer a significant blow.

Especially for the Emperor, it would be a devastating blow.

"Make sure you succeed no matter what. If you can bring her back alive, do so."

Redil nodded and left the king's room.

The king was looking forward to the interesting events that would unfold.

"Finally, I can land a blow on that annoying bastard."

He was watching the beautiful scenery of the city visible through the window.
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I cleared the D-rank dungeon without much trouble and collected my rewards before exiting.

Outside, I could still see numerous dungeons.

'Looks like the others aren't done yet.'

I was the only one who had come out.

Since the teacher instructed us to wait outside the dungeon practice room after completing our runs, I followed those orders.

As I came out, I saw an unexpected figure watching me.

'Leo Michael.'

The imperial prince stood there without a single scratch on him.

I approached and spoke to him.

"You came out pretty fast, huh?"

He responded with obvious disdain.

"These days even a baron's son dares to speak to a prince?"
"This is the academy, and you and I are both students here."

He frowned and said.

"How annoying."
"Annoying?"
"Yeah."

Leo turned his head, ignoring my gaze.

Apparently, he didn't want to talk to someone as lowly as a baron's son.

'He's always been like this.'

Being the emperor's son, he discriminated against and looked down on people of lower status.

He acted as if he were something special, trapped in his supremacist mindset.

Although I eventually rose to the rank of duke for my contributions in the war, he never acknowledged me.

Simply because I was born a baron's son...

'Not that I particularly wanted his acknowledgment anyway.'

He didn't say another word until the other students came out, and I too remained silent, breathing in the awkward air between us.

After about ten minutes of this...

Other students began to emerge one by one.

Rachel, who came out third after Leo and me, asked me:

"When did you finish?"
"About ten minutes ago."
"You're fast as expected. Hey, Leo, why did you come out so quickly?"

Leo answered his question.

"Because I cleared an F-rank dungeon."

He responds to him but not to me...

Somehow, that made me feel a bit hurt.

"F-rank? Someone of your level could easily clear an E-rank dungeon, couldn't you?"
"Mind your own business."

Clearly, he treated even high-status children with that attitude.

'What an annoying guy.'

The annoying one wasn't me but him.

Having cleared an F-rank dungeon and coming out first, he was now bragging about it to the girls.

I sighed from the side.

"He's always been like that."
"True enough."

I watched that irritating guy while waiting for class to end.

***

After classes finished, as I was heading back to the dormitory, Aelin approached me.

"What are you going to do now?"

While Chris and Rachel showed no particular reaction, Leo was staring intently at Aelin from behind.

I asked her:

"Are you close with him?"

When I pointed at Leo, she shook her head.

"Not at all. Why?"
"Just curious."
"So what are you going to do now?"

I muttered in a voice only she could hear.

"Special training starting today, of course. You're coming too."
"Me too?"
"Isn't it obvious? We're in this together now."

Now that she knew the truth, she couldn't just ignore it.

She'd probably pretend to dislike it but would end up joining anyway.

"Alright, should I change and meet you at the training ground?"
"Yeah..."

I was a bit surprised by how easily she agreed.

She pointed out my blank expression.

"What's with that face?"
"I'm surprised."
"Do you want to die?"
"It's a compliment, a compliment."

We quickly returned to the dormitory and had a quick meal.

Then, as planned, we went to the training ground.

Both Aelin and I had changed into training clothes.

I asked her as she stood there awkwardly, fidgeting.

"Have you ever fought an assassin before?"
"Of course not."
"You're about to start."
"Start? You mean this isn't just a one-time thing?"
"Obviously not."

This wouldn't be the only time; we would have to fight numerous awakened ones in the future.

She was already skilled, so normally I wouldn't need to worry about her, but this was different.

She had zero experience fighting assassins.

Moreover, being a mage, she had a disadvantageous matchup against them.

"I'll act like an assassin, so try to dodge well."
"Huh?"

I summoned [Black Blade] in dagger form.

When summoned in its usual longsword form, [Black Blade] enhances both strength and agility stats.

But when summoned as a dagger like now, it only enhances agility.

In this state, I also activated [Mortal's End].

"Hey! Wait a second!"
"Try to dodge."

My agility right now might be just over 60.

For someone barely in the early 100s level like me, this would normally be an unimaginable agility stat, but my skills made it possible.

That assassin would be several times faster than this.

Probably incomparably so.

Still, this was better than not practicing at all.

"Here I come."

After giving her a signal, I immediately lunged at her.

-Swoosh-

With my blade at her throat, I said:

"This would kill you, understand?"

She trembled as she spoke.

"Why are you so fast?"

She looked shocked that she couldn't even react before being caught.

"Assassination has always been my specialty, just without the stealth part."

Of course, [Mortal's End] gives off an intimidating aura that would give me away.

She responded incredulously:

"How is this an assassin?"
"If there are no witnesses, it's assassination."

A murder without witnesses is assassination.

Other assassins might not think so, but that's how I see it.

"I'd still get caught even knowing what's coming."
"Now you need to react and land a hit on me."
"What... react to this?"
"Of course. Hey, don't make that face. It's possible."

She was looking at me with an expression like a drenched kitten.

I gave her an awkward smile and said:

"Come on, let's begin."
"Ah, wait..."
"What are you waiting for? Pick up your staff."

I pointed my blade at her as she fidgeted nervously.

"Ready?"

***

After continuous practice, she was exhausted, lying on the training ground floor to rest.

"Ha... ha... ha... I'm dying here..."
"You're actually doing pretty well."

As expected of a genius.

As time passed, her reactions improved, and she even managed to block me a few times.

"But that guy will be several times faster than this."
"Can we really win? It seems impossible."
"We don't necessarily need to win."

She seemed a bit surprised by my words.

"We don't need to win?"
"No, we don't."
"Then?"
"We just need to buy time, that's all."
"All this suffering just for that?"
"Just for that? History could change because of what we're doing."

With just that one action, the future of the Kainis Empire could change.

And in a much more positive direction.

'Of course, assuming we succeed.'

The only way to increase our chances of success is through training.

I've already thought of a way to enter the palace, so this is all we can do now.

"From now on, let's just spar normally. That might be better."
"But that's not really different."

Her eyes were still full of discontent.

"Is that so? Just come at me."
"I have a question though..."
"What is it?"
"How long are we going to do this, starting today?"
"Every other day, and on the remaining days, we'll clear dungeons. And obviously, we'll continue until April 2nd."
"Ah... really..."

She stared at me with an expression like she'd lost her country, and I silently raised my blade.

Looking at my newly summoned sword, she said:

"Can't we go clear dungeons instead?"
"Would that work?"
"Leveling up is also a method, right? Please..."
"That's for tomorrow. Today, we're only doing this."

With no choice, she picked up her staff and distanced herself from me, while I watched with a pleased expression.

"Why are you making that face when you're about to attack me? Are you mocking me?"
"Not really... I just find it admirable."

Despite my strange proposal, she trusted me and participated in this grueling training without a single complaint.

Just because I claimed to be from the future, she believed and followed me, which I found incredibly touching.

Usually, she was just an annoying little sister, but at times like this, she was anything but.

"What!?"

She blushed and turned her head away.

'She really likes being praised.'

Of course, most people don't dislike compliments.

"You really like it, don't you? Isn't that a bit much?"
"Me!? Liking it!? No way!"

She was so obviously pleased that I couldn't believe her denial.

"If you say so."
"No, not 'if I say so'—I really don't!"
"Just get into position."

At my cold tone, she also put on a serious expression and assumed a combat stance.

And so, we once again focused on our training.

***

Riel, who was heading to the library, briefly stopped by the training ground after hearing familiar voices.

Through the slightly open door, she saw the siblings she knew well, engaged in intense sparring.

Aelin, in particular, looked extremely exhausted.

Though she seemed like she might collapse at any moment, she continued with the training.

'Wow... that must be tough.'

Riel was concerned when she saw Aelin staggering and nearly falling, but she didn't go inside to stop them.

Though Aelin looked unsteady, she also appeared impressive.

Riel didn't know what they were working toward, but seeing someone strive so hard to achieve something was admirable.

Watching her, Riel thought:

'I should inform the princess about this.'

Riel closed the slightly open door and headed to the library.
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Riel hurried to the library.

It seemed she wanted to tell the princess she served about what she had just witnessed.

She was truly a remarkably loyal person.

"My lady! My lady!"

Riel appeared before Diana, breathing heavily.

Diana asked her:

"Why are you running like that?"
"I just saw something interesting!"

Diana tilted her head at those words.

Riel began explaining what she had seen earlier.

"Aelin and Albert were training together at the training grounds, and with incredible intensity too. Aelin was practically on the verge of collapsing. Why are they suddenly working so hard?"
"How would I know?..."

Diana was dumbfounded by Riel's question.

If anything, she wanted to ask Riel:

Why didn't you just ask them?

Still, she offered her own guess.

"Maybe he's trying to help her awaken? If they're training that intensely..."

Her reasoning made sense.

Awakening is commonly described as occurring when someone desperately desires power in a time of need.

Textbooks explain it that way, and in reality, when people fall into extreme crises, they desire new power to escape those situations.

And those experiences lead to awakening.

"Oh... that makes sense. But why would she want to awaken now? The exam will be held soon anyway, right?"
"I know... why would they go to such lengths?"

Naturally, she didn't know the answer to that either.

"Did something happen?"

The only thing that immediately came to mind was that Aelin might have lost her first-place ranking.

But that was virtually impossible.

In the middle school division, there wasn't anyone who surpassed her—or even came close to her level.

"Let's ask her later."
"Aww~ But that's no fun~"
"Do as you please."

Diana shifted her gaze back to her book.

Riel handed over the book she had brought, then headed back to the training grounds to see what was happening again.

***

Aelin was huddled in a corner of the training ground, covered in wounds.

"Why are you so strong!?"

She seemed shocked by the fact that even with her second awakening, she couldn't defeat me.

That's understandable.

Her level is higher than mine, and we're both in our second awakened state.

"By the way, you achieved your second awakening during our training. Congratulations."

At some point, brilliant sparks had enveloped Aelin's body as she was nearly at her limit.

And after awakening, she had threatened me with confident boasts.

But now she was in this state.

"What good is a second awakening if I can't even beat you?"

Her second unique skill, [Judgment of the Heavens], was faster and stronger than any other skill, but it couldn't reach me.

'How many times have I blocked that...'

I remembered her dropping lightning from afar even during wartime.

Each time, I used [Blade of Darkness] to block that lightning.

Of course, I did the same now.

"No! Why does it keep getting blocked!?"
"That's just how this skill works."

In truth, her [Judgment of the Heavens] was blocked because its rank was too low.

[Blade of Darkness] can only block skills that are at least 3 ranks lower than itself.

Her [Judgment of the Heavens], both then and now, was lower in rank than my [Blade of Darkness].

"...This is so frustrating."
"If it bothers you, raise its rank."

She whimpered while fidgeting with her staff.

"You can't rely on talent alone."
"That's why I'm doing this now."

I couldn't help but smile at her disgruntled expression.

Looking at her, I said:

"Let's stop here for today. Starting tomorrow, let's work on raising the rank of [Judgment of the Heavens]."
"What happens when it ranks up? Does it get additions like your skill?"

She looked at me with eyes full of expectation.

"Magic defense penetration, mana amplification, that sort of thing."
"Is that good?"

She lowered her head with an indifferent expression.

"It's the best for warfare."

Moreover, with its wide range, it would be incredibly effective against multiple opponents.

Thanks to the magic defense penetration effect, anyone hit would immediately be sent to the afterlife.

I've never seen anyone survive after being hit by that skill.

"Is it really that good?..."
"Of course. With one shot of that skill, you could instantly take out hundreds of people."
"Take out?"
"Yeah, to the afterlife."

Her face darkened upon hearing those words.

"Someday, there will come a time when you'll have to kill people."
"I know... but..."
"Don't worry too much."

She would overcome it well.

At least, the Aelin I knew would.

"You'll do fine."
"I'll trust you..."
"I appreciate that. More importantly, why don't you all come out?"

When I looked toward the door, those who had been secretly watching us revealed themselves.

Riel seemed quite flustered.

"How did you know?"
"I have my ways."

I knew because the status window reacted to the person fidgeting behind her, but I acted as if I had detected them through my own skill.

The person who had been fidgeting behind her stepped forward and asked us:

"But why are you training so hard?"
"She seemed to be jealous of me, so I decided to help her out."

Aelin was surprised by the word "jealous" and glared at me.

It was true, though.

She seemed to know it too, as she didn't deny it and remained silent.

"You two get along so well."

She looked at us as if envious.

It was probably because she had a poor relationship with her own siblings.

But Aelin denied her words:

"We don't get along!"
"You look extremely close to me."

In her eyes, even our bickering and insulting each other would look like close siblings.

"We do get along."
"Why are you admitting it!?"
"Who knows. Anyway, Senior Diana."

She looked at me questioningly.

"What is it?"
"Would you mind sparring with me?"

Even considering that she had only achieved her first awakening, she was much stronger than me.

I knew that if I fought her now, I would definitely lose.

But I needed more detailed information.

Not whether she was stronger than me, but how strong she actually was.

She said:

"Alright."

She gave a faint smile.

Then, raising her staff, she said:

"We're doing this now?"
"Yes."

I pointed my sword at her.

Immediately, Riel gave us the signal.

"Ready! Begin!"

With that signal, sharp ice daggers in the shape of swords that she had summoned flew toward me.

-Clang! Clang!-

I shattered those ice daggers and advanced forward.

At that moment, ice spears erupted from the training ground floor.

I quickly used [Swift] to avoid the danger.

"Your reaction speed is quite good."
"You flatter me."

Looking at the training ground floor, not only the area where the spears had erupted, but most of the floor was frozen.

Not only that, but the surrounding temperature had dropped dramatically.

It was the effect of her unique skill, [Merciless Cold].

'Does it also increase stats?'

Being in an area frozen by [Merciless Cold] probably had the effect of increasing stats as well.

To counter that skill, I activated [Mortal's End].

"Ugh!..."

It was clear that the pressure was affecting her, probably because she didn't have divine protection yet.

However.

-Clang! Clang! Clang!!-

I was struggling just to block the ice daggers flying from all directions.

Moreover, ice daggers flew from anywhere within the range of [Merciless Cold].

Her mana reserves were so vast that she cast spells endlessly.

"What will you do now?"

I had no choice but to take some hits as I ran as fast as I could.

-Swish! Swish! Swish!-

Each time those spells grazed my body, it felt like I was freezing, but I had no choice.

If I just kept defending, I would end up in a stalemate.

I used [Swift] to advance to her front.

"I don't think so."

She smiled and created a massive ice wall in front of her for protection.

I tried with all my might to break that ice wall, but it was beyond my strength.

-Clang! Clang!-

No matter how many times I struck the ice wall, it didn't budge.

And all the while, ice daggers continued to target me.

'Ah... I've lost.'

I already knew it, but facing her directly made me realize it more painfully.

I felt the fact that I was weak and she was overwhelmingly strong.

She probably hadn't even used a quarter of her total mana yet.

'And yet I'm in this state...'

I was still just a kid after all.

"I surrender. I admit defeat."

I accepted my loss and surrendered.

She then returned the frozen training ground to its original state.

I marveled at the amazing sight.

'It never gets old, no matter how many times I see it.'

Although it was a sight I had seen many times before, it had been a long time since I'd witnessed her magic, so it felt somewhat nostalgic.

She looked at my dazed expression and said:

"You're quite skilled, though."
"I was completely outmatched."

It was an undeniable, crushing defeat.

"Outmatched" was the perfect description for the result.

However, contrary to my thoughts, Riel and Diana praised me.

"Even among second-years, no one can do this much. Usually, they're done after those first ice daggers."
"Yes, you did quite well."

If this was considered doing well...

I now understood just how insurmountable she was in this academy.

'So that's why those guys reacted that way...'

Now I understood Chris and Rakel's reactions.

Seeing my dejected expression, she said:

"Your pressure is quite good at this level. Please reconsider my offer from before."
"You mean joining your party?"
"Yes."

She was giving me another chance.

Such opportunities probably wouldn't come often.

"Alright, I'll join your party, Senior. But please give me some time. Just one month."
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"One month?"
"Yes, I'll join in a month. Is that okay?"
"Hmm... alright."

She readily accepted my proposal.

"But why one month?"

However, Riel seemed curious about the reason.

Since I couldn't tell her about it, I gave a vague answer.

"You'll understand everything after a month passes."
"You mean it won't be fun if you tell me now, something like that?"
"It's more than that—it's something you shouldn't know in advance."

Besides, telling her would be pointless.

There's no particular need for her to know anyway.

The people who need to be there will be there regardless of whether I tell them or not.

She fell into thought for a moment.

"Miss, what are you thinking about so deeply?"
"It's nothing..."

She was probably thinking about the event that would happen a month later.

April 3rd is also her birthday...

'Now that I think about it, it's quite sad.'

To have your birthday be the same day as your mother's death anniversary...

It's truly pitiful.

Every time her birthday came around, she would pretend to be happy for her people's sake, but behind closed doors, she would think about her deceased mother.

She always regretted, 'If only I had come a little sooner...'

I felt so sorry for her.

But this time, things are different.

They say there are no "ifs" in history, but we're still before that history is written.

It's still a time when even a little kid like me can intervene.

***

For a month, we trained like madmen.

As soon as the academy ended, we would always rush to the training grounds and tackle dungeons.

Without a single day of rest, we burned through each day.

We hadn't worked this hard even when preparing for the entrance exam.

Both Elin and I were so exhausted that we wanted to quit, but we endured.

No matter how tired and drained we were, we got back up.

Especially Elin's perseverance was far more impressive than I had expected.

As a result, we achieved tremendous growth in just one month.

And now, I'm at the weapon shop with Elin.

"This is what effort looks like."

She said with a frown beside me.

"You really like effort, don't you?"
"The results are good, aren't they?"
"We don't know yet. We'll find out tomorrow. But why did we come here?"

Her tone suggested she was somewhat expectant.

She was indeed staring at the displayed staffs as if entranced, and she also had plenty of money from clearing so many dungeons recently.

"Buy your staff with your own money. You've got plenty."
"That's disappointing..."
"I'm going somewhere else for a bit, so wait here."
"Okay."

She turned her attention back to the staffs.

I left her at the staff section and headed toward the accessories corner.

They sell various items here such as earrings, necklaces, cloaks, and more.

Most items are from dungeons, but occasionally there are artifacts too.

There were many items, but I already had something specific in mind.

'Found it.'

Shabby cloaks were tucked away in a corner.

I pulled out two of the least dusty ones from among them and shook them once.

-Flutter!-

The cloaks released black dust.

I quickly turned my head to avoid the dust.

"Achoo!"

Despite turning away, some dust entered my nose, causing me to sneeze naturally.

I put the two cloaks in my basket and looked for other items.

After searching for a while, I found what I wanted in the consumables section.

'Why is everything hidden in corners...'

I quickly put the desired items in my basket and returned to where I was before.

'Huh?'

Elin and Leo were staring intently at each other at the spot where I had left her.

'What are they doing?'

The two kept staring at each other.

They didn't even notice I had returned.

Since they couldn't stay like this forever, I spoke first.

"What are you two doing here?"

They seemed to realize I was there only after I spoke.

Elin was startled and said:

"Wh...when did you get here?"
"Just now."
"Did you find everything you wanted to buy?"
"Yeah."

I lifted the basket I was holding to show her.

Looking at the basket, she said:

"What on earth did you buy? What are these antiques?"
"They all have their uses."
"Well... if you say so..."
"But why were you standing like that?"

Leo had been alternately looking at us since earlier.

After hearing my words, he disappeared into another section.

I asked Elin about what had happened earlier.

"Why were you two staring at each other?"
"He stared at me first."
"So you stared back because he stared at you?"
"Yeah."

I chuckled at her ridiculous explanation and headed to the checkout counter.

After finishing payment and leaving, I spotted Riel in the distance.

Normally I would have greeted her, but today I decided to just go.

'She must be choosing a birthday gift.'

Since tomorrow was her birthday, Riel was preparing a birthday gift in her own way.

'A weapon as a birthday gift though...'

Although she is a hunter, it still seemed a bit off.

If I gave Elin a weapon as a birthday gift, she would probably be thrilled, but the Empress doesn't seem like that type.

Still, she would appreciate the thought.

"Hey, how would you feel if someone gave you a dagger or something as a birthday gift?"
"It wouldn't be bad. Why, are you buying me a dagger?"
"No, just asking."
"Tch."

She clicked her tongue and looked at her phone, then said to me a moment later:

"Tomorrow is the Princess's birthday."
"So?"

She seems to have just found out about this.

I was about to scold her for only now learning about such an important event, but before I could, her eyes widened as if she had realized something.

"So the Princess's mother died on her birthday?"
"That's right."
"That's sad..."
"But it hasn't happened here yet, right?"
"If we do well tomorrow?"

I nodded at her words.

She looked a bit anxious.

"Can we do it?"
"Tomorrow isn't really about us doing anything."
"Then what?"
"Well..."

Tomorrow's protagonist is neither me nor Elin.

Tomorrow's protagonist will change fate through their own power, with just a little help.

"We just need to do our part properly."

After that, our protagonist will take care of the rest.

"But when tomorrow?"
"Evening, in the evening."

That guy will invade the palace around 9 o'clock.

I don't know which way he'll enter, but I do know that he assassinates the Empress who was in front of the study around 9 o'clock.

"How are we going to get in? Tell me in advance."

She seemed curious about how we would get past the palace's tight security.

"Not here. I'll tell you later."

It's unlikely, but it would be a disaster if that assassin were nearby.

It might seem overly cautious, but this is how it has to be.

We must always be mindful of the worst-case scenario.

No one knows what lurks in the pitch-black night sky.

"The sky is beautiful tonight."

She was thoughtlessly praising this unpleasant night sky.

I followed her gaze and looked up at the night sky.

'It is indeed beautiful.'

The sight of countless stars surrounding the moon was truly beautiful.

It was so captivating that I couldn't take my eyes off it, but that beautiful scene was momentarily blocked by something.

Something even darker than the night sky.

Elin seemed to have seen it too, just like me.

"Did you see that? Don't tell me that was...?"

Whatever it was, it probably matched what Elin was thinking.

***

Late at night, a man wrapped in a black cloak was drinking soju alone in a tavern.

The man was dressed similarly to the hunters who frequently visited the tavern, but there was something slightly different about him.

Both his aura and appearance were somewhat different from ordinary hunters.

The tavern owner asked him:

"You're a hunter, right?"
"..."

He didn't say anything.

The owner, thinking perhaps the man hadn't heard him, spoke again:

"Excuse me?"
"..."

He still said nothing.

But his black eyes were fixed on the owner.

The owner, assuming the man had a speech impediment, stopped trying to talk to him.

The tavern fell into a moment of silence.

In the extremely quiet atmosphere, the man finally spoke:

"Mister, do you know where people go when they die?"

Taken aback by the man's sudden question, the owner was too stunned to respond.

"Are you ignoring me because I ignored you earlier? That's amusing."
"No... that's not it at all..."

The owner was visibly flustered.

He had spoken with many hunters before, but never had he felt so tongue-tied as he did now.

It was as if he was being crushed by the man's aura.

"I'll ask again. Do you know where people go when they die?"
"Um... they say everyone goes to the netherworld..."

The owner finally managed to speak.

Despite knowing the man was younger than him, he couldn't help but use formal speech.

The man grinned and said:

"Is that really so?"
"What do you think?"
"Well... I don't know either. I haven't died yet."

It was an obvious statement, but it sounded somewhat frightening to the owner.

And then, an inexplicable ominous feeling began to creep in.

"But why are you asking me..."
"How about you try dying once? Then you can tell me afterward. Right?"
"What?"

The owner felt tremendous fear at the man's absurd suggestion.

"What do you say? I'll bring you back to life."
"....."

The man pulled out a short dagger from his cloak.

Then he slowly approached the owner.

"Goodbye, mister. See you later."
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"What time is it now?"

Aelin, who was fiddling with her phone beside me, answered.

"7:52."
"Still early. We leave at 8."

We're currently waiting on a bench near the palace where the Princess's birthday celebration is in full swing.

This is also where the palace's secret passage is located.

"Ah... I'm a bit nervous..."

Aelin looked somewhat tense.

'Understandable.'

She must be feeling tremendous pressure right now.

She knew what would happen after the Empress died today.

I gently placed my hand on her trembling shoulder.

"Don't be too nervous. Everything will work out."

Of course, I'm a bit anxious too.

I didn't know exactly how strong our opponent was, nor if the information about him assassinating the Empress on her way to the study at 9 o'clock was reliable.

Still, I have no choice but to believe.

That the information is accurate and that our opponent isn't particularly strong.

"Let's go."

When 8 o'clock came, we got up from the bench and searched for the secret passage.

"Is it here?"

When I crouched down by a patch of grass, she tilted her head in confusion.

I pressed a button hidden in the grass.

-Click!-

As the button made a crisp sound, a small passage appeared below.

"Wow!"

Aelin marveled at the sight, and I immediately entered the passage.

"Follow me."

She entered the passage just as I did.

Though it looked pitch black from outside, as soon as we entered, torches along the passage lit up instantly.

"Just keep going this way."

We followed the torches through the long passage.

As we walked, there were both downhill and uphill sections.

There were many stairs too, but it wasn't particularly exhausting.

We continued walking through the passage in silence.

After about 30 minutes of walking?

The end of the passage came into view, with another small exit.

"Hey, use this."

Before exiting, I handed her the cloak I had bought earlier.

"What's this for?"
"A one-time use item."

The cloak was one of many items typically classified as consumables.

However, its performance was incomparable to other items.

'I used to use this all the time...'

I wrapped the cloak around myself, reminiscing about past memories.

[Trickster's Cloak (B-)]

[Completely conceals the wearer for 3 hours.]

[This cloak is a one-time use item.]

When I put on the cloak, Aelin exclaimed in surprise.

"Invisibility!?"
"Yeah, but it's single-use."

An item that allowed even me, who couldn't use stealth skills, to carry out spy missions.

Thanks to its impressive 3-hour duration, I could complete missions without difficulty.

It was also cheap, and unlike true invisibility, it didn't consume any magical power.

"Isn't this item totally overpowered?"

Aelin also became invisible after putting on the cloak.

"But why invisibility?"
"Now we just need to stay close to the Empress while invisible."

Then when the assassin appears, we reveal ourselves.

"Oh, that makes sense. But won't we lose track of each other? I can't see where you are right now."
"Same here."

Come to think of it, that's true.

We can't see each other now.

"What if we bump into each other?"
"You stick to the left wall, and I'll stick to the right."
"Okay."

After checking our equipment, we entered the palace through the exit.

***

April 3rd.

Today was the birthday of the Princess of the Kainis Empire.

High nobles of the Empire, as well as royalty from other kingdoms, had come to the imperial palace to celebrate her birthday.

The Princess greeted everyone who had come to celebrate with a bright smile.

And she greeted her close friend.

"It's been a while, Estel."
"Ally!"

Her mother watched this scene with a warm smile.

The Emperor beside her did the same.

They were looking at their proud daughter.

"Ally, here."

The girl called Estel handed a small gift box to the Princess.

Seeing this, the Empress remembered something.

She immediately stood up.

"I'll just go to the study for a moment."

The Empress had also prepared a birthday gift, but unfortunately, she had left it in the study.

The Empress left the banquet hall and headed to the study upstairs to retrieve it.

As she went upstairs, she felt as if someone was watching her from somewhere, though she couldn't tell where.

'Must be my imagination...'

She dismissed it and continued walking to the study.

-Click, click, click.-

When she was almost at the study, she looked at her wristwatch.

The current time was 8:59:57.

Again.

-Click, click.-

Just as she was about to open the door to the study.

-Click.-

Someone appeared before her eyes.

A man who gave off the impression of a crow.

And he said:

"Hello? Ma'am?"

He called the Empire's Empress "ma'am," but she couldn't say anything in response.

Because the man was slowly walking toward her with a sword in his hand.

She was too terrified to speak or move.

She could only stand still and watch as he approached.

"Ma'am, aren't you going to do anything? You'll die that way."

He wore an expression that suggested he was enjoying the situation.

"Goodbye."

The man swung his sword at her.

The sword wasn't fast, but it was aimed precisely at her neck.

But just before his sword reached her neck.

-Zzzzzap!!!-

A brilliant light that shot out from the right instantly struck the man.

"Ugh!.. Who's there!?"

***

The bastard seemed momentarily distracted and took the magic attack head-on, writhing in pain.

In that moment, I quickly scattered the smoke bomb I had prepared and rushed to the Empress.

Then I whispered to her, just loud enough for her to hear.

"Wear this and escape."

I wrapped the cloak I was wearing around her.

Then I charged at him with [Mortal's End] activated.

-Clang! Clang!-

The crisp sound of metal filled the wide corridor, piercing my ears.

'He's brutally strong.'

I was giving it my all, but it still wasn't enough.

Moreover, he had already been hit by Aelin's [Ray of Brilliant Light].

Despite taking such a powerful skill, he hadn't fallen and was still facing off against me.

"Who the hell are you?"
"That's what I want to ask, you monster."

He frowned and swung his sword.

I used that timing to activate [Swift] and hide in the smoke.

Then, as if taunting him, I said:

"Are you asking how I knew you'd come here?"

He continued swinging his sword and replied:

"Don't ask when you already know!"

His savage voice was filled with immense anger.

He was furious like a tiger whose prey had been stolen.

"I saw you yesterday."
"You saw me? Yesterday?"

-Clang!-

His attack, full of killing intent, was quite difficult to block.

I barely managed to hold on, buying time.

There was no way I could stop this guy alone.

-Boom! Crash!-

He struck the floor randomly, trying to find me hiding in the smoke.

Each time, a terrible sound echoed.

'If I get hit, I'm done for.'

I was a bit scared by the fact that he could display such power with just a dagger.

I dodged his dangerous attacks nimbly.

But now, time was running out.

'Almost out of smoke bombs.'

I had used most of them trying to disappear whenever needed.

'When is she coming...'

I kept thinking about her, who should be returning by now.

'She needs to hurry...'

Just as anxiety began to creep in, I saw a bright light behind him.

It was a truly welcome sight.

"Wow... you're finally here?"

I expressed my dissatisfaction as I moved toward her.

"I couldn't help it. You're still alive, I see. And there's a barrier here."
"What?"

The man was hit by her skill again, but the monster was still perfectly fine.

'A barrier at a time like this...'

I had hoped for reinforcements, but it seems we'll have to give up on that for now.

The man smiled at us like a psychopath.

Both Aelin and I were shocked.

"Is that even human?"
"Not human, probably a demon."

The man is likely a demon.

Otherwise, he couldn't have withstood her magic.

The man laughed briefly and said:

"How did you know that?"
"Demons have high magic resistance."

No matter how much of a stat difference there was between her and him, if he were human, he would have died already.

The monster showed us the horns growing on his head and spoke.

"You've done your homework? You know well."

I chuckled and said:

"Not really."

Aelin spoke in a gloomy voice, as if she had given up.

"What do we do now?"
"Hey, get ready. Don't talk like that."

The situation is tough, but it's too early to give up.

I raised [Obsidian Blade] once more.
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"Quite the gutsy one, aren't you."

The man looked at me with interest as I raised my sword again.

Looking at him, I said:

"It's not you, is it? Setting up a barrier too."
"I'm just thorough with my preparations!"

The man used [Leap] to instantly close the distance between us.

Aelin and I dodged as much as possible while dragging out the fight.

-KABOOM!-

The terrifying force emanating from him gradually destroyed the surrounding structures.

Of course, that was partly because we were using them as shields.

As he mercilessly demolished the palace corridor, he said:

"Where have you hidden the Empress? She couldn't have gone far, could she?"
"As if I'd tell you that?"

I couldn't help but laugh at his stupid question.

But he responded with a serious expression:

"Then I'll have to kill you first."

He wore the same vicious expression as before while raising his sword.

Then he used [Leap] to approach me instantly.

-CLANG!-

I tried to dodge his sword, but he was even faster than I'd anticipated.

My sword collided with his, and I was ultimately pushed back at high speed, unable to withstand the impact.

But he wasn't satisfied with that and pursued me once more.

-CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!-

I was continuously being pushed back, but I wasn't particularly worried.

"Do you keep forgetting I'm not alone?"

Aelin, who had been in stealth mode, fired magic from an invisible position.

-CRACKLE! CRACKLE!-

But unlike before, she couldn't inflict any significant damage this time.

He completely ignored Aelin's attacks and targeted only me.

"It doesn't matter, so I'm only targeting you."

His words were incredibly arrogant, but unfortunately, they were true.

Her attacks were no longer a problem for him unless she used a unique skill.

'She must be out of mana.'

It made sense since she had already used her unique skill twice.

It was a skill that required an enormous amount of mana to begin with.

Now we really had to rely on luck.

'Please hurry...'

The man swung his sword with an evil smile.

-SWISH! SWISH!-

"Argh!..."

I became a bit frightened seeing the red liquid flowing from my body.

'It hurts... it really hurts...'

The pain grew more intense with each of his laughs.

His sword dug into my body, and I kept coughing up blood.

I tried to move my body to do something.

Little by little.

I tried to move, but my body wouldn't listen.

All I could do now was either get killed by him or turn my head to check the time.

'I guess the latter is slightly better?'

As I was dying, I managed to turn my head with great effort to look at the clock.

The hour hand pointed to 9, and the minute hand to 24.

9:24...

I searched for that time in my jumbled memories.

I barely managed to recall what this time meant and its significance.

Memories from that moment flashed before my eyes like a kaleidoscope.

***

The woman with moon-bright silver hair spoke to her subordinate:

"Lord Albert, do you have any regrets?"

The knight called Albert carefully replied:

"I do."

He continued with a nostalgic look:

"This was before I met Your Majesty. I was quite a pathetic person back then. I was curious about many things and tried to do everything, but the results were always disappointing."

She listened attentively to his story.

"I would whine about things being difficult without really trying."

His story was interesting.

"I was far from persistent and quick to give up when I didn't see results."

And entertaining.

"I expected tremendous growth from minimal effort."

He was talking about what one might call his embarrassing past, but his expression remained calm.

Though these memories might be embarrassing to share with others, he didn't show it.

"I regret living such a pathetic life back then. However..."

He continued with a smile:

"If I had worked harder then, I might not be having this conversation with Your Majesty now. Looking at it that way, it wasn't so bad. Who I was then made me who I am now."

When he finished speaking, she began:

"I have regrets too, though somewhat different from yours, Lord Albert."

She, like him, had things she regretted.

"As you probably know, my mother was assassinated by an agent from the Babylon Kingdom."

She spoke with darkened eyes:

"She died inside the palace, and I was there too. I noticed my mother was missing and went looking for her. Father told me she had gone to the study, so it was easy to find."

Albert knew her mother had been assassinated, but he didn't know the rest of what she was saying.

"I went upstairs to the study to find my mother. But..."

She frowned as she spoke:

"There was a barrier in place. I tried with all my might to break it. I eventually did, but by then it was too late."

She looked at the clock hanging in the room.

"There was a clock there too. It was exactly 9:24. That's when I discovered my mother's body, horribly mutilated."

***

'9:24...'

At that moment.

-CRACK!-

The barrier trapping us shattered into pieces.

Someone was walking from outside the barrier.

She approached me, drawing all attention as if she were the only one under a spotlight in this world.

And for that moment, even the man who had been slashing at me stood still, watching her.

She spoke to him as he held me by the collar:

"Let go of him."

My consciousness was hazy so I couldn't see clearly, but it seemed like she was surrounded by a blue light, as if she had awakened something.

Emitting a blue aura, she warned him with a terrifying presence:

"I said, let go of him."

This time she didn't just use words.

A large spear emerged from her staff, instantly targeting his hand.

"Tch..."

He reluctantly released my collar.

I fell ungracefully to the floor.

She looked at my wounded body and said:

"Why are you...?"

I pointed at Aelin who had somehow returned to my side.

I had no strength to speak, so I left it to her.

Then I naturally closed my eyes.

'I really... almost died.'

***

When I opened my eyes, an unfamiliar scene greeted me.

'Where am I?'

I carefully tried to get up despite the headache.

"Ugh..."

But I immediately felt pain in my abdomen and lay back down on the bed.

"This hurts like hell."

I gave up and just lay there.

Getting up was nearly impossible anyway.

"Need to rest a bit..."

After about an hour, someone opened the door and entered.

I turned my head to look, and the person who had just entered was looking at me too.

[Absolute Loyalty has been activated.]

[All stats increase by 10% when with your lord (Elizabeth Michael).]

[Your lord (Elizabeth Michael) feels affection for her faithful knight (Albert Veros).]

Once again, the status window reacted to her appearance.

'Can't I turn this off?'

She spoke to me as I was staring awkwardly into space:

"Hello? Is this our first meeting?"

She wasn't in her usual Diana appearance but in her original form, just like before.

"Not exactly."
"Right, we saw each other the day before yesterday..."
"No, it's not our first time regardless, is it, Senior Diana?"

Hearing my words, she was startled:

"H-how did you...?"
"Isn't that not the important thing right now? So what happened?"

That was more important now.

I was very curious about what happened after I passed out.

"It worked out well. After you fainted, that guy ran away. Fortunately, no one died and..."

She looked at my body wrapped in bandages and said:

"You were injured the worst."
"That's a relief then."
"A relief?"
"Yes."

I truly meant it when I said it was a relief.

In the end, everything was resolved as I had expected.

Though it was a bit difficult...

"It hurts a bit."
"A bit??"
"It hurts a lot. How long do I have to stay like this?"
"Your recovery speed is amazing, so you should be able to attend school normally in about a week."

It must be thanks to [Regeneration].

'Having many skills is definitely good.'

Still, it's fortunate that I only need a week.

"But how did you know?"
"What?"

I was playing dumb, but she wouldn't let it slide.

"Tell me quickly."
"Can't we just let it go?"
"Do you think that's possible?"
"Just this once."
"Then how did you get into the palace?"

Surprisingly, she seemed to be letting it go.

"Did you know there's a secret passage in the palace?"
"A secret passage? Where?"

She looked at me with a slightly surprised tone.

"Since I can't go out now, I'll tell you in a week."
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Contrary to my expectations, she patiently waited the full week.

I made my way back to that place, my body now somewhat recovered.

I sat down in the small patch of grass, just as I had done that day.

"There's a button here."

Then I pressed the same button as before.

-Click!-

When a secret passage actually appeared, she rubbed her eyes as she stared at the sight.

I shrugged and said, "See?"

She couldn't hide her surprised expression as she entered the passage.

I followed her inside.

-Flash!-

As the passage suddenly brightened, she looked around and asked, "How did you know something like this existed?"
"That's a secret."
"A secret?"

She looked at me with an expression that suggested she found this ridiculous.

I decided I had no choice but to be a bit shameless.

"You let it slide last time. Could you do the same this time?"
"Really... seriously..."
"I'll tell you later, everything, including what I mentioned before."

Her face brightened a bit upon hearing that.

She seemed pleased by the good news.

"Later? When exactly?"
"When Your Highness becomes Emperor, I'll tell you."
"Isn't that too far in the future?"

She might think so, but that future isn't actually that distant.

"His Majesty said he would abdicate once the Princess is qualified to inherit the throne, didn't he?"

The Emperor had made such a statement relatively recently.

Those who heard the Emperor's words envied the Princess, but regardless, she seemed to find the position of Emperor burdensome.

"So you won't tell me unless I become Emperor?"

As expected, her words showed not even a trace of confidence.

"Your Highness will soon ascend to the throne."
"How do you know that?"
"Because Your Highness has the qualifications, qualifications that the Emperor's other children don't possess."
"I'm asking just in case... surely not..."

I cut off her words and spoke first.

"The qualifications I'm referring to aren't trivial matters like bloodline."
"Then what exactly..."
"That's something Your Highness needs to figure out—what those qualifications are, and why His Majesty said such things."

This isn't a problem I can solve by telling her.

It's an issue she must navigate on her own.

Of course, she will accomplish it splendidly.

"But... don't worry too much."
"How can I not worry..."
"That's true."
"Since it's impossible not to think about it at all, just think about it moderately."

Thinking about it now would just be a waste of time anyway.

The time will come if we wait.

The time when she can solve that problem.

"May I leave now?"

I was about to go, but she called me back.

"Wait."
"What is it?"
"I have something to ask."
"What?"

I waited for her answer with a somewhat foolish expression.

"Did you agree to join my party because you knew I was the Princess?"
"I knew you were the Princess from the beginning—when I saw Your Highness in the audience during the entrance exam, and when I first declined your offer."

She smiled with interest at my words.

Then, brushing back her distinctive silver hair, she said, "I see. Then was your intrusion into the palace also to save my mother?"
"You can think whatever you like about that, Your Highness."
"Hehe, how interesting. I'll see you at the academy tomorrow."

Just as we were about to part ways after finishing our conversation, I suddenly had a question.

Since it wasn't particularly secretive, I asked her before leaving.

"So are we officially in the same party now?"
"Of course. Did you think otherwise?"
"A little..."

I thought the matter would naturally be forgotten after all this commotion, but that was my miscalculation.

"Come to the library after classes tomorrow. We'll continue our conversation then."
"Yes, I'll be there."

With that, we parted ways, promising to meet tomorrow.

I watched her retreating figure with contentment.

***

After parting with her, I returned home.

I carefully opened the front door and entered.

"I'm home."

Unfortunately, in the home I was returning to after so long, only she was there.

"You're back early?"

For some reason, her expression seemed slightly sulky.

I spoke to her as she glared at me with a displeased look.

"Looks like you were worried again?"
"M-me!? No way!"

She blushed and avoided my gaze.

It seems Ellin was worried about me this time too.

Then.

I remembered her crying behind me when I was nearly dying.

"Next time, at least carry a handkerchief."
"Do you really want to die this time?!"
"You'd be crying and making a fuss if I died, yet here you are."

As I continued to tease her, she was suddenly holding her staff.

Startled, I quickly added, "I'm still a patient, you know? Give me a break..."

Though I had recovered enough for daily activities, I still had wounds.

In this condition, taking one of her spells would cause unspeakable pain.

When I pleaded desperately, she put her staff back in her pocket.

"Then behave yourself."
"Yes..."

I shouldn't push my luck for a while.

'If I mess up, I might really die by her hand.'

Moreover, dungeon exploration would be impossible for some time.

When it's time to rest, I need to rest properly.

Otherwise, my wounds would reopen.

Ellin asked me with a somber expression, "Are you still in pain?"
"A little? I'm much better now."
"That's good. Mom and Dad were really worried too."

I felt sorry for my parents.

I felt terrible for always causing them worry.

'I'll have to return to the academy again without seeing them...'

As if reading my thoughts, Ellin said, "I explained everything to our parents. Don't worry too much."
"Thanks."

She frowned intensely.

"Ugh... so cheesy."
"You complain even when I thank you."
"Shut up, I need to go now."

At her words, I instinctively looked at the clock.

The second hand was pointing to 7 o'clock.

"You're right."

Like her, I quickly packed my things.

"When's the train?"
"In 10 minutes."

Since the train station was less than a 5-minute walk away, there was no need to worry.

Still, we didn't have much time, so we quickly left the house.

"Let's go."

***

'It feels like it's been a long time.'

Though it hadn't actually been that long, seeing the academy after a week was somewhat moving.

After days of extraordinary events, ordinary days had finally returned.

The night view of the academy gave me a sense of everyday comfort.

"Take care."
"Don't recklessly go to dungeons tomorrow or anything. You'll really die."
"I know, I know. I get it."

After nagging me, she immediately headed to the girls' dormitory.

I also entered the boys' dormitory after a long time.

'Huh?'

As I entered, I saw familiar faces.

"You're back early?"
"Are you okay?"

Raicle and Chris seemed to have been waiting for me in the dormitory lobby.

They approached me as soon as I entered.

Chris was concerned about me, while Raicle complained about my late return, having waited a long time.

I smiled as I approached my friends whom I hadn't seen in a while.

"It's been a while."

Chris and Raicle each showed different reactions.

"Saying 'it's been a while' for just a week."
"A week is a long time. Are you feeling better now?"

Chris was different from someone else, as expected.

I spoke to him, genuinely appreciative of his concern.

"I'm fine now, though I shouldn't overdo it."
"That's good."
"But how did you know?"

He was probably referring to the Babylon Kingdom assassin's attack on the palace.

I answered dishonestly.

"I saw it the day before."
"You saw it?"
"Yeah, did you hear about the murder at a tavern near the palace?"
"Yeah... I heard about it recently. They found the culprit..."
"But the identity of the culprit hasn't been revealed yet, right?"

They looked surprised.

Raicle asked me, "Don't tell me the culprit was...?"
"Yeah, it was him. And..."

I continued, looking at Raicle.

"I was there and heard that the next target was the Empire's Empress."

Knowing how strong that person was, they didn't ask why I didn't stop it.

Then they fell silent, seeming to understand.

'That's a relief.'

Though it was a story I made up on the spot, fortunately, they believed me.

Partly because my story was plausible, but also because the culprit of that incident really was that person.

'I should have told the Princess this story too...'

I regretted my poor judgment from the other day.

Chris looked at me and said, "Let's go to my room."
"Your room?"
"Yeah, follow me."

Raicle and I followed Chris to his room.

We gathered in Chris's room and each shared our stories.

I told them about what happened, and Chris mentioned he was currently developing a romantic interest in someone.

And Raicle, though reluctant, was pressured by our expectations and told us about his interactions with Professor Gloria.

'This isn't exactly ordinary, is it?'

It seems these days are still somewhat extraordinary.
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The next day was surprisingly ordinary, contrary to my expectations.

Since I didn't have many close friends besides Chris and Rachel, most students didn't ask about my brief absence from the academy.

Of course, that's most students.

Most...

"Why were you absent? For a whole week at that?"

A rather unfamiliar face was questioning me.

Her name was Reina.

She's an elite who, despite being a commoner like us, achieved an impressive third place in the ranking tournament.

Though we rarely interacted before, she approached me without hesitation.

"I was a bit sick."

The imperial side had only reported to the public that Babylon's assassin had entered the palace, with no mention of me whatsoever.

There must have been a reason for that.

"Are you feeling better now?"

Seeing her genuine concern made me feel guilty.

'Well, I was actually sick, so...'

I deployed another flexible self-justification.

I gave a faint smile and replied:

"I'm much better, though still a bit under the weather..."
"That's good to hear. Don't push yourself and get plenty of rest."

After dispensing this doctor-like advice, she returned to her seat.

Chris, who had been listening nearby, commented:

"How many times have you heard that line?"
"I've lost count."

It was such a cliché that I must have heard it about 40 times, but somehow it didn't feel that way.

"Still, it felt different coming from her."
"Oh?"

Chris looked at me with an inexplicably displeased expression.

Then he said something rather annoying:

"Do you like her?"
"That's not what I meant. It just felt different hearing it from someone who never talks to me."
"Oh... is that so? Boring..."

Chris's expression went blank, as if all his excitement had drained away.

"You sure love entertainment."
"Don't you have someone you like?"
"Of course I do."
"Really!? Who is it!?"

I found myself under Chris's expectant gaze.

I pondered the question that came with his intense stare.

'Someone I like...'

Of course there was.

But the reality was that I couldn't openly name the person who came to mind.

"That's a secret."

Lately, I seemed to be using the word "secret" quite often.

Chris reacted just like everyone else who had heard that response.

"You sure love secrets."

I gave an awkward smile at his cold reaction.

Chris sighed deeply and asked:

"Want to go to the PC bang after school today?"
"Ah... I have plans today... sorry."
"With whom?"
"It's a secret."

***

After the academy let out, I headed to the library where she would be waiting.

When I reached the library entrance, our eyes met as she was about to enter.

"If you were going to come anyway, why did you refuse earlier?"
"That was then, this is now."
"What's the difference?"

Is she really this clueless?

"You've awakened now."
"So?"
"Let's drop it."

Finding it too frustrating to continue, I promptly opened the door and entered the library.

As I entered, the now-familiar message appeared.

I saw her alongside the increasingly tiresome status window.

"You came early."
"Hello! Long time no see!"

Next to her was Riel, welcoming us.

We greeted them as well.

"It's been a while. But why is the library so empty?"

Even for a Monday afternoon, it seemed unusually deserted. There were only the four of us present.

She spoke as if this were perfectly normal.

"This is actually the usual."

While it's true that e-books have been gradually reducing the prominence of physical books, paper books still had many unique advantages.

But it seemed the academy students were either unaware of these advantages or simply didn't have the time. From my observation, they weren't as diligent as I had thought.

"That's a shame."
"Anyway, congratulations on joining our party."
"Congratulations!"

Though I had initially refused her offer, she greeted me with a bright smile.

Riel did the same, but Aelin didn't share their enthusiasm.

"Thank you."

I expressed my gratitude to everyone except Aelin.

"So what exactly does being in a party involve? Besides clearing dungeons together?"
"Besides that, it's just socializing, becoming allies."

She corrected Riel's choice of words.

"That's not the best way to put it."
"But it's true, isn't it? We don't really do much else. Besides, this party will probably dissolve soon after graduation."

Aelin tilted her head, not understanding the meaning behind those words.

Riel looked at Aelin and said:

"Oh, right. Aelin doesn't know, does she?"
"Know what?"

Riel looked at her.

She nodded in response.

With that signal, Riel finally revealed the truth.

"The Diana that Aelin knows..."

She suddenly interrupted.

"I'll tell her myself."

She looked at Aelin and continued.

"I'm not the Diana you've known all this time."

Aelin's expression suggested she didn't understand.

"My real name is... Elizabeth Michael."
"You don't mean..."
"Yes, I'm exactly who you're thinking of. Usually referred to as the Imperial Princess."

Aelin appeared somewhat shocked.

However, her expression wasn't gloomy.

"I'm sorry for deceiving you until now..."
"Are you really the Imperial Princess?"

Her somewhat excited reaction caught the princess off guard.

"You knew too?"
"Why would you ask something so obvious?"

Aelin seemed to feel more betrayed by me than by her.

"Why are you giving me that look?"
"You knew this incredible fact all along? That's so unfair."
"Is that the issue?"
"What else would be the issue?"

Her response, whether naive or innocent, made my head spin.

Perhaps that was fortunate.

The princess burst into laughter at Aelin's reaction.

"You two are certainly an interesting pair of siblings."
"You flatter us, Your Highness."
"Please don't call me that..."

She was quite flustered by my sudden change in address.

"Understood, senior."
"More importantly."

She looked at us with serious eyes and spoke in a solemn tone.

Her appearance resembled the one I remembered from those days.

"Thank you for protecting my mother."
"It was nothing. We only did what needed to be done."
"Pretending to be humble, how annoying."

Her aggressive tone irritated me a bit.

"It's not pretense, it's called manners."
"Yeah, yeah."
"Thank you both so much for helping me make it in time."

She continued with a slightly altered tone.

"But why did you go to such lengths? You didn't seem loyal enough to risk your life protecting her."
"I did it for the future of the Empire, and for your future as well, senior."
"For me?"

She reacted as if she didn't understand.

"Yes."
"Don't tell me..."
"You catch on quickly."
"Men with too many secrets aren't my type..."
"Then I'll become your type someday. I'll wait until then."

She smiled and said:

"By then, wouldn't I already have a boyfriend?"
"I'll take that to mean I'll become your lover before I become your type."
"As always, your confidence is remarkable."

Aelin, looking confused, asked:

"Wait, is she the person you mentioned before?"
"That's right, the Imperial Princess."
"What are you talking about?"

I looked directly at her face and said:

"I once mentioned having someone I like. I didn't tell you who it was then."
"What... WHAT!?"

Her face gradually reddened, and her eyes wandered aimlessly.

"You really are oblivious, even though I made it so obvious."
"But... why do you like me?"

I wanted to dismiss this question as another secret, but that seemed nearly impossible.

Still, I tried asking:

"Can I keep this a secret too?"
"Absolutely not."

The thing I most wanted to keep secret couldn't be avoided.

With no choice, I answered honestly.

"The reason is..."

Not just her, but Aelin and Riel too focused on my words.

In that tense atmosphere, I slowly opened my mouth.

"It's because Your Highness is my entire life. That's all I can say for now."

I thought it was an incredibly cheesy line, but apparently she likes this kind of cheesiness.

"You really do like me a lot."

Despite spending considerable time with her, I never knew she enjoyed such talk.

"Me? Not really...?"

With ears flushed red, she was telling a very obvious lie.

I watched her with contentment.

"If you say so."
"It's not 'if I say so'—it's the truth!"

She denied it strongly, but her words carried about as much conviction as dirt under a fingernail.

As I looked at her, I remembered something I had forgotten.

'Come to think of it, I haven't used that skill yet.'

I approached her to try using the skill.

Seeing me coming closer, she blushed.

"What... what is it?"

As she turned her head away, I lightly touched her hand.

Then I activated the skill, [Regressor's Privilege].
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[Using the Regressor's Privilege.]

[Target has been designated.]

[You will randomly acquire one of the designated target's (Elizabeth Michael) skills.]

I don't know what skills she currently has, but there probably aren't too many.

First of all, the skills I want are her unique skills [Ruthless Cold] and [Absolute Zero].

And even skills like [Mage's Heart] or [Michael's Blessing] would be more than good enough, so I'll likely get something decent.

To be honest, the chances of getting a bad skill were much lower.

Even just mentioning the skills I knew about made me feel jealous of how ridiculously overpowered her abilities were.

I waited for the results of the random selection with high expectations.

It didn't take long; the result appeared almost immediately.

[Congratulations!]

[You have acquired the skill [Mage's Heart].]

As soon as I obtained [Mage's Heart], I felt a significant sense of discomfort deep in my chest.

It was a strange feeling, as if something that wasn't mine, like someone else's organ, had entered my body.

I slowly took a deep breath.

"Whew."

Only then did that unfamiliar feeling begin to diminish slightly.

Very gradually.

Still, as expected, I got one of those four skills.

'But of all things...'

It was [Mage's Heart].

[Mage's Heart: F-]

[The noble heart of a mage benefits you.]

[Maximizes the user's mana capacity and mana regeneration.]

For mages who live off mana, there couldn't be a better skill, but for those who bravely engage in close combat with metal weapons, it's quite an ambiguous skill.

'Well, at least I won't have to worry about mana capacity now, but if it's going to enhance something, couldn't it enhance my magic power too?'

To increase magic power through skills, I'd need to acquire a skill related to mana circuits.

For someone like me who doesn't get along well with mana, obtaining such a skill would be like reaching for the stars.

Of course, it wouldn't be particularly useful anyway.

'Should I really use this on Aelin too?'

After acquiring a skill like this, I couldn't help but seriously consider the path of a mage.

Once you get the skills, the rest is a battle of effort.

But I still have four more uses of this privilege.

If I use it on the excellent mages I know, I could really change my class to a mage.

'Not that I'm really going to do that.'

I'm just saying I could if I wanted to.

Even if I could become a mage, it's too much of a gamble that relies on luck, and there's not enough merit to abandon my current combat style.

Unless I'm incredibly lucky and draw all four unique skills, that is.

'But what if that was my destiny?'

This is probably how people get addicted to gambling.

When you start thinking about possibilities, there's no end to it.

The unique skills of the great mages that come to mind are incredibly tempting, but it's too much of a gamble.

And those with a combat style like mine aren't inferior to mages either.

'Warriors are powerful too.'

There are plenty of strong individuals like the Holy Knight Commander, Dark Knight Commander, Sword Saint, Heroes, and so on.

Their skills are no less impressive than those of great mages.

'Though they might lack in firepower.'

When I think of the spectacular magic displayed by great mages in war, my thoughts drift in that direction, but then I remember how valiant warriors can take on hundreds, no, tens of thousands of enemies, and my thinking changes again.

Mages have the advantage in many-versus-many battles, while warriors excel in one-versus-many situations.

'What should I do...'

While I was pondering this, I remembered something Aelin once told me.

She definitely said:

-When you have to choose between two things, don't hesitate. Just choose both.-

Those words provided me with the answer.

'I can just do both.'

Sometimes there are people like this.

Magic swordsmen who use both magic and swords, or magic archers who use both magic and bows.

'What's stopping me from doing the same?'

I couldn't help but think.

Finally, I reached that conclusion.

Then I stopped thinking and returned to reality.

"Th... that..."

She was stammering with a face as red as a radish.

I was puzzled by her reaction until I looked down and realized why.

I was still holding her hand that I had grabbed earlier when designating the target.

I hastily let go and said:

"Oh, I'm sorry..."

She was desperately trying to hide her face, which had turned not just red but crimson.

Fortunately, she didn't seem to dislike it.

'She actually likes it.'

That was the only conclusion I could draw from her reaction.

Riel, finding our interaction amusing, snickered and said:

"Why did you grab her hand anyway?"
"I just wanted to try holding it."
"Wow, such a man."

Riel continued snickering and asked her:

"How does it feel to have your hand held by a man for the first time in your life?"
"Shut up..."
"I heard you loud and clear, it felt wonderful? Of course it would."

I couldn't help but admire Riel's smooth demeanor.

She was probably the only person in the entire world who could treat her like that.

"That's a relief. I think this resolves most of my concerns."
"Concerns?"

When I asked, Riel smiled contentedly and said:

"You should quickly establish a new identity, though someone like you probably doesn't need to worry. You'll receive another title after this incident."
"A title?"

This was the first I'd heard about receiving a title.

I couldn't hide my surprised expression as I waited for Riel's explanation.

However, Riel's reaction was quite different from mine, as if it were obvious.

"You saved the Empress—it would be strange if you didn't receive a title. Given the scale of what happened, you'll probably be made at least a Count or Viscount."
"A Count or Viscount!?"

Riel found my dumbfounded reaction ridiculous.

"You risked your life to save the Empress—isn't it obvious? Why are you so surprised? You're not some country bumpkin."
"Is that so?"
"That's how it works. And Aelin will probably get at least a Baroness title."

I was stunned by this unexpected windfall.

I stared at her blankly, and Aelin showed a similar reaction.

"I was planning to surprise you by telling you later, but you're really shocked, aren't you?"
"I never imagined it."
"It's understandable. Becoming a Count or Viscount at 17 solely through your own merit is something that happens maybe once in a century."
"I feel strangely proud."

In truth, it still didn't feel real.

When I heard them talk about it, I thought, 'I guess it makes sense,' but when I realized it was happening to me, it felt different.

She also gave me some advice about it.

"When someone as young as you succeeds like this, others will definitely envy and be jealous. You can't just ignore that and move on."

She told me something unexpected.

"You need to show those foolish people that you deserve your position and that you're worthy of it."
"How do I do that?"

She grinned and said:

"Obviously, by demonstrating your power and silencing the rumors."

This world is one of survival of the fittest.

In the end, the strong survive, and the strong rule over the weak.

It's an inevitable principle of the world.

"You're good at that, aren't you? Just do the same thing you did this time."
"When you put it that way, I feel a bit reassured."
"It's nothing... you probably knew all this already. I just helped bring it to the surface."

This kind, humble side of hers made her the object of admiration and aspiration for everyone in the Empire.

Of course, I was no exception.

I respected, liked, and served her more than anyone else.

And I wanted to be like her.

I wanted to be kind, humble, and gentle like her.

I wanted to fight for others and for the country.

And above all, I wanted to shine like her.

I never shone before.

I always lived in her shadow, in darkness where light couldn't reach.

Still, after she passed away, light finally came to me.

However, at that time, I wasn't someone who could fully receive that light, nor did I deserve it.

How could someone who couldn't even protect a single loved one deserve to receive the light of the entire world?

I didn't deserve it then.

I always lived as her shadow, or as a failure, a loser, but this time it was a little—

No, very different.

This time, I wasn't standing beside her as her shadow.

This time, I was standing beside her as one of the Empire's geniuses, equal to her genius.

And this incident seemed to prove it.

That I deserved to stand beside her.

That fact made an indescribable sense of satisfaction well up inside me.

I felt so good that I could soar.

I truly understood what it meant to feel like 'I can do anything.'

It felt like I could really reach the goal I had been desperately yearning for.

And on the path to that goal, she would be my reliable supporter.

After all, my goal was to create 'a world where she is alive.'
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After the tumultuous days came to an end, I truly returned to my normal life.

And now, a special routine had been added to my daily schedule.

Naturally, it was related to her.

"You were a bit slow, but not bad. Let's take a break."

Right now, I was sparring with her.

Since becoming party members, it had become our routine to stay after academy classes to spar or clear dungeons together.

I dragged my exhausted body to a bench and barely managed to sit down.

"You're really strong... I can't even get close to you."

I'd known this before, but after her awakening, she'd become truly insurmountable.

Every time we sparred, I gave it my all, but she always maintained a calm expression and relaxed tone.

Despite both being second awakeners, there was an uncrossable wall between us.

"That's perfectly normal. If I were to lose here, what would that make me? The matchup is heavily in my favor too."

As she said, I was at a disadvantage in terms of compatibility.

From the start, [Michael's Blessing] prevented my ability reduction, and [Ice Magic] itself was optimized for defense.

Moreover, while I had to carefully balance my low health, her [Absolute Zero] made even that strategy ineffective.

"The compatibility really is extreme. Your skills counter mine in every aspect."
"Thank goodness we're on the same side."

I'd thought this many times before.

Watching her magic sweep away enemy armies during the war naturally made me think, 'I'm glad she's an ally.'

"I feel the same way. Talents like yours are rare."
"That just now, you sounded like the Emperor."
"Really? Did I?"
"Of course."

She pondered for a moment.

Then she looked at me and asked:

"What do you plan to do after graduating from the academy?"

I asked with a foolish expression.

"Me?"
"Is there another Albert here besides you?"

Since that question was related to my 'goal,' I answered it with complete sincerity.

"I want to stay by your side, Your Highness."

Some might interpret that as a sweet confession, but that wasn't my intention.

'Though I wouldn't mind if it turned out that way...'

But she seemed to be one of those people.

"T-that... could it be..."
"It's not really a confession or anything. I genuinely want to do that. Actually, I'm considering a career in the Special Forces."
"I see... So you'll protect me in the future?"

Not all Special Forces members are assigned to guard the Emperor.

At most, only one or two people, and only the strongest among the Special Forces, are entrusted with the Emperor's protection.

She was confident that I would rise to that position someday.

"You really trust me. For all you know, I could be a spy trying to assassinate you."

She smiled and said:

"An assassin who sheds tears of longing while looking at their target... You're disqualified."
"I guess that's true."
"And the investiture ceremony will be held next Saturday."

Next week?

That was sooner than I expected.

'I thought it would be at least a month away.'

I was a bit taken aback by this unexpected news.

"Usually they don't even hold ceremonies for this, but this time is a special case."
"Who will attend the ceremony?"
"Almost all the imperial family members will be there, and many nobles too. Especially since it's on a Saturday."

It seemed I would meet more people than I expected.

'I'd like to use it as soon as possible...'

I needed to use [Regressor's Privilege] when everyone had one less skill.

The higher the probability, the better, and I needed to acquire and level it up quickly.

Of course, it would be nice to get easily rankable skills like [Mage's Heart], but the chances were slim.

"Will the heroes come too?"
"Probably?"
"I see."

Riel suddenly appeared and spoke to us.

"You're still at it?"
"We just finished for today."

Riel asked her:

"What were you talking about?"
"About the investiture ceremony next week."
"Oh, that reminds me, I wanted to ask something."

Riel shifted her gaze to me.

"You don't have a suit, right? You can't go wearing your school uniform."
"How did you know? I was planning to buy one this weekend."

I could guess how she knew I didn't have a formal suit.

'Aelin must have asked.'

I had naturally told her I didn't have one, and Riel must have heard about it from Aelin.

"Let's go together. Is that okay with you, Your Highness?"
"Yes, let's go together."

But going shopping together... I hadn't imagined that.

The thought of going to a suit store with her, having her adjust my tie, made me a little excited.

I couldn't help but admire Riel's thoughtfulness.

"Thank you."
"You're one of us now, so we have to take care of you. It's only natural."

Riel's tsundere-like response automatically brought a smile to my face.

She was wearing the same expression beside me.

Riel grew tired of our reactions.

"Why are you both looking like that?"
"Now you know what kind of person Riel is, right?"
"She's a tsundere."
"Exactly."

Riel was startled by the word "tsundere" and protested.

"Tsundere!? That's not it at all! I'm just doing what's natural! It's not for your sake..."
"For my sake? Thank you."

Riel fanned her reddening face with her hand.

She asked Riel:

"How does it feel to be on the receiving end?"
"It's annoying. It gets under my skin."
"That's how I felt too."

Her face was smiling, but somehow it felt a little scary.

Riel seemed to realize this as well.

"I'm sorry."
"It's okay. Now Riel has experienced it too."

Her smile contained a sense of satisfaction.

She must still be holding onto that incident from before.

'She's surprisingly the type to hold grudges.'

I was so happy to be learning more about her as we grew closer.

Aspects of her that I hadn't noticed before were revealing themselves to me in pleasant ways.

'I hope it continues like this.'

I watched them chatting amicably while making this modest wish in my heart.

***

"Hey, you. Is that for real?"

A rather boisterous voice greeted me first thing in the morning.

'But...'

As I always wonder, why do people start conversations with phrases like "Did you hear?" or "Is it true?" without specifying what they're talking about?

While I was spacing out with this meaningless question, Chris, who had spoken first, spoke again.

"I asked if it's for real!?"
"What are you talking about?"

I could guess what he'd heard, but I didn't want to say it myself.

Just a bit of petty pride.

'So what?'

Only after I asked did Chris finally explain what "that" was.

"About you receiving a title."
"Of course it's real."
"But why a count?"

That was something I was curious about too.

Even for the great achievement of saving the Empress, it would be normal to receive a baronet title like Aelin's, or perhaps a viscount at most.

However, the title bestowed upon me was neither baron nor viscount, but count.

It's clearly a high nobility rank.

"How would I know?"
"I guess you're right... Ah... I'm so jealous. Really..."

I couldn't understand his reaction.

Titles can be received in recognition of achievements, but they can also be inherited from parents.

And Chris's father was a duke.

Even at his young age, a mere count would be nothing to him...

"You're jealous? It's a bit absurd hearing that from the eldest son of a ducal family."
"I wish I could earn even a baron title through my own achievements like you..."

In truth, whether he received the duke title or remained the son of a duke, there would be little difference in his wealth and power.

Yet he considered it very important.

In my past life, he had passed on the title inherited from his father to his sibling and risen to the position of duke through his own strength alone.

Chris let out a somewhat hollow laugh and said:

"When's the war coming? With the current situation, it feels like a real war could break out soon..."
"We can't even go to the battlefield yet."

Forget achieving merits in war; it would be fortunate just to avoid dying.

I pointed out his thoughtless words.

"And seeking achievements just to earn a title? You'd better abandon that mindset."
"It was a joke, just a joke..."

He seemed to realize his words were a slip of the tongue and looked embarrassed.

To change the atmosphere, I shifted the topic.

"By the way, are you coming?"
"To your investiture ceremony?"
"Yeah."
"Of course I am."

As expected.

Then I asked the expressionless person beside us who might or might not have been breathing.

"What about you?"

Reicle showed an annoyed reaction.

"Why should I go to celebrate someone else's success? It's ridiculous."

I was a bit taken aback by his sudden complaint after staying quiet all this time.

I asked Chris:

"Why does he hate it so much?"

Usually, at such events, there are few people who genuinely congratulate me.

There would probably be more people wanting to network with me or propose party invitations.

Of course, some attend just to socialize with others, regardless of me.

"I don't know. He says it's bothersome."

And then there are those like him who attend despite disliking it.

After Chris brought this up, I found myself looking forward to the investiture ceremony even more, as well as tomorrow's suit shopping with her.
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'I wonder if Senior Riel will come too...'

It wouldn't be a problem if she did, but I'd prefer to go with just the two of us.

Though realistically speaking, that didn't make much sense.

Of course, in my head...

'Shopping alone with the Imperial Princess... But she'll be disguised as a commoner, so it should be fine, right?'

Such happy thoughts were circulating in my mind.

Suddenly, a question related to this matter popped up.

"Chris."
"Huh?"
"If a guy and a girl go shopping alone together, is that a date?"
"Of course it is. Why? Don't tell me you're going shopping for clothes to wear next week?"

I was so taken aback by Chris's "Of course it is" that I didn't quite catch what he said afterward.

'A date...'

Once again, the happiness circuit in my brain started running.

But it was quickly shut down by Chris calling out to me.

"So who are you going with?"
"I can't tell you that."

Chris was surprised by my serious tone and gave me an incredulous look.

"Why so serious?"
"I can't tell you. But is it still a date if there are two girls?"
"You're going with two girls? Wow... you lucky bastard."

I wanted a quick answer, so I pressed him.

"So is it a date or not?"
"I don't know, but if neither of them has any special feelings for you, then it's probably just shopping for clothes? That's what I think anyway."
"Is that so? Thanks anyway."

I thanked him for his honest answer.

I was somewhat touched by his behavior, befitting my best friend.

I said goodbye to him and headed to the train station to go home.

"See you next week."
"Yeah, take care."

I might run into him over the weekend, but I hoped I wouldn't.

I pondered the reason as I boarded the train.

***

Three hours later.

A similar situation was unfolding elsewhere.

Having removed her disguise and returned to her original appearance, she asked her maid:

"Riel, are you really not coming?"
"Just go, the two of you."

Riel seemed to be tactfully stepping aside.

"You two had fun last time, just do it like that again."
"That was different from now."
"How is it different? I don't see any difference."
"But Riel..."

Riel replied with a displeased expression.

"If you're asking me to join, I'll have to decline."
"That's not it... If a man and woman go shopping alone, is that a date?"

Riel slowly nodded.

And as if that wasn't enough, she added:

"And you should buy clothes, have a meal together, watch a movie too, you know?"
"T-that would make it a real date..."
"So what? If you like him, why not?"

She blushed at Riel's words "if you like him."

Riel looked at her with satisfaction.

Then she stammered:

"I-I don't particularly like..."
"It's written all over your face. Besides, he's exactly Your Highness's type."

Riel recounted what she had heard about the princess's ideal type.

"He looks a bit cold, but he's actually not, and he's passionate about everything he does... And above all..."

Riel stared directly at her increasingly reddening face.

"It's obvious he likes Your Highness. Whatever the reason, he matches your ideal type, and he doesn't seem to have any power-hungry ambitions either."
"Well... that's true."

He was remarkably compatible with her ideal type in every aspect.

It was as if he was born for her.

Others might not think so, but at least Riel did.

"And being a count, his status isn't an issue, and his abilities are proven. Why not just confess? I don't see any reason to wait."
"Still, that's... a bit..."
"You're so frustrating."
"I don't have experience with this sort of thing..."

Riel asked the princess who kept making excuses:

"Your Highness, you do intend to get married, right?"

She replied in a timid voice:

"Of course..."

Most people, including herself, would dislike the idea of a political marriage to a nobleman from a neighboring country whose face they've never seen.

"Then it would be better to decide quickly before graduating from the academy."

Recently, the atmosphere between neighboring countries hadn't been good.

The Emperor of the Empire had already declared war against the Kingdom of Babylon over the recent incident.

In such situations, fostering friendships with other countries becomes important.

Of course, political marriages are the most reliable method for this.

"You're running out of time, really. You have at most 10 months."

Still, the Emperor didn't want his daughter to be married off in such a way.

So he made a promise with his daughter.

If she brought a lover before him prior to her academy graduation, he wouldn't force her into a political marriage.

Of course, there were a few conditions for that lover.

"I know."

She was well aware that time was running short.

However, the conditions her father had mentioned made her even more cautious.

"Is it because of the conditions?"

She quietly nodded.

"Don't you think he can do it?"

The Emperor's proposal was challenging, but it didn't seem entirely impossible.

"Even I can't land a blow on Father."

That's right.

The proposal was that the man had to be acknowledged by the Emperor himself.

And he had added:

-If he can land a blow on me, I'll acknowledge and permit it.-

But landing that blow was an extremely difficult task.

The Emperor is known as the strongest in the current Empire.

Moreover, he's not that old and is in his prime, at the peak of his form.

"That's true."
"Even though Albert's growth rate is exceptionally fast, I don't think it's possible within a year..."
"Then he'll have to gain acknowledgment."

She was dumbfounded by Riel's brazenness.

"Why are you already assuming that Albert and I will be dating and I'll take him to meet Father?"
"Just have a good date tomorrow, you two."

Riel smoothly changed the subject.

She was quite the slick one.

Before leaving the princess's room, Riel said:

"Tomorrow, don't just buy clothes, have a meal and watch a movie too, okay?"

Riel deliberately repeated what she had said earlier.

"I got it, now hurry and leave."
"Really? Keep your promise."

Riel gave her a skeptical look as she left the room.

Once Riel had left, the princess quietly murmured:

"I'm looking forward to tomorrow..."

She thought of Albert, whom she would meet tomorrow.

She felt something different about him compared to others.

When he first saw her and first spoke with her, he acted as if it wasn't the first time.

It was as if he had known her for a long time.

He knew a lot about her, and above all, she felt as if he wasn't a stranger to her either.

There was a sense of familiarity with him, as if they had known each other all along.

That familiarity gradually narrowed the gap between them.

And as they grew closer, she was able to see many sides of him.

His consideration for others and his dedication to his goals were impressive.

But when she thought of Albert Veros, one image came to mind first.

'The way he was willing to sacrifice his life to protect Mother...'

And he had said that action was for her future.

"My future..."

She wasn't sure what that meant.

But through that incident, she came to understand his feelings well.

'He really does like me...'

Until then, she hadn't been this certain.

But after seeing him like that, it was impossible to deny it.

She remembered his smile when he looked at her, even though he was covered in blood.

And in the hospital, despite being in tremendous pain from his unhealed wounds, he gritted his teeth and pretended to be fine so she wouldn't worry.

'He certainly has pride in strange places.'

She smiled as she thought of these endearing traits.

He also showed humility, asking her for guidance when he recognized his shortcomings.

And for some reason, perhaps having learned some heart-related skill, he had recently been displaying a barrage of skills.

'It might be good for him to learn a bit of magic too...'

But it seemed there was a reason he didn't want to learn.

She continued to think about him, spending her time this way.

Even until she went to bed...

***

I was now waiting at the meeting place where I had arranged to meet her.

'Delicious.'

Since we agreed to meet at a café, I was sitting here, sipping an iced vanilla latte while fiddling with my phone.

I arrived about 20 minutes early, so I just came in and ordered coffee.

I don't usually drink coffee often, but this time it was on Ellin's recommendation.

I remembered Ellin always going on about "Aba this, Aba that."

"It is tasty."

I could understand why she liked it.

So I continued to sip my coffee.

About 10 minutes passed like that.

As the appointed time approached, I spotted her outside the café, the one I had been waiting for.

I gestured with my hand, beckoning her to come over.
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She entered the café in casual clothes.

The flowing dress suited her well as she came to my table and sat down.

"Did you wait long?"
"I just got here myself."

She pointed at the coffee in front of me and said.

"For someone who 'just got here,' you've finished your drink."
"I've been here about 15 minutes."
"15 minutes? That's quite a wait..."
"I just arrived unnecessarily early. Shall we go?"

We left the café and headed to the department store nearby.

It had been a long time since I'd visited a department store, so I was looking forward to it.

"You came alone?"

Now that I thought about it, Riel, who was supposed to join us, was nowhere to be seen.

"Riel couldn't come because she's sick."
"I see you're quite perceptive."
"Is it just my imagination that you prefer it this way?"
"It's not your imagination."

Of course, I definitely preferred it this way.

The fantasy I had yesterday was becoming reality.

"You're very honest."
"I already told you I like you... this much is just being sweet."

We were browsing through the formal wear section on the second floor of the department store.

Numerous suits caught my eye.

We examined them carefully one by one.

As we were looking through them, our gazes simultaneously stopped at one particular suit.

"You seem to have some taste."
"Black suits me best."

Having bought many suits before, I knew which styles suited me well.

Still, I tried on that suit.

When I came out wearing it, both the store clerk and she gasped in admiration.

"Wow..."
"It suits you well. Your boyfriend has a nice physique."

The clerk's use of "boyfriend" made me smile involuntarily.

I asked her.

"What do you think?"

The answer was already obvious, but I wanted to ask anyway.

"It... suits you well."
"Then I'll take this one."

I went back to the changing room and changed my clothes.

The clerk packaged the suit I had tried on.

"That will be 300,000 won."

It wasn't a large amount, so I paid without hesitation.

We left the suit store and looked around other shops.

"Why didn't you say anything earlier?"

When the clerk had made that comment, she had just stared at me without any reaction.

"I thought you'd dislike it if I denied it."
"You know me quite well."

Just as I was getting to know her, she was also getting to know me.

That fact made us feel like a couple, and that alone made me happy.

"Would you like to try this on?"

I handed her a hat from the store right in front of us.

She tried on the bucket hat.

"It suits you really well."
"You'd say that no matter what I wore."
"You know me well."

I tried on the same hat.

Looking at me wearing the hat, she said:

"It suits you surprisingly well."
"Surprisingly?"
"Yes, surprisingly."

It was an ambiguous compliment, if it was one at all.

She took the hat I was wearing and said:

"Let's buy this one."

For some reason, she was the one who suggested it first.

"It's a couple item."

I was certainly happy about it.

I put the hat back on after she paid for it.

"We'll really look like a couple now."

I countered her statement.

"We already looked like a couple."
"I suppose we did."

Looking at the reflection of the man and woman in the mirror, she said:

"Really..."

I interrupted her.

"We look like a couple."

She looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

"Isn't that what you were going to say?"
"I was going to say we really match well."

We looked at each other and burst into laughter.

"That's a shame."

She looked back at the mirror and said quietly.

"We do... look like a couple."
"Right?"

She nodded, and seeing that, I couldn't help but smile.

It had always been the case, but lately, I felt like I was drawing strength from seeing her.

After that, we browsed through various clothing stores in the department store and immediately bought items that suited us well.

Before we knew it, it was already 2 PM.

Feeling hungry, I asked her first.

"Shall we go eat?"
"Sure, I'm getting hungry too."

I asked her again.

"What would you like to eat?"
"I want a hamburger."

I didn't have any particular preference, so I just went along with her suggestion.

We went down to the first floor where many restaurants were located.

She asked me.

"Do you like hamburgers?"
"A little? Not a lot."

We entered a hamburger franchise restaurant.

***

Aelin and Riel were tailing them.

But...

"Where did they go?"

They seemed to be right in front just a moment ago, but they lost sight of them while being distracted for a moment.

Aelin believed that even if she had lost them, Riel wouldn't have.

"I don't know either."

However, that belief was shattered by that single sentence.

"You don't know?!"
"Yeah, where did they go?"
"I asked because I don't know either."

They frantically looked around.

They continued searching for them on the second floor for about 20 minutes, but there was no sign of them.

After wandering aimlessly on the second floor, Aelin finally said:

"Sis, maybe they just went down to the first floor to eat?"
"Oh... maybe."

Believing in this plausible hypothesis, they went down to the first floor.

They started searching for them on the first floor just as they had done earlier.

People around them looked at them as if they were strange, but they didn't particularly care.

"Maybe they went into a store?"
"But what if we go in and get caught?"
"That's true."

They decided to wait until the couple came out.

After about 10 minutes, Riel said:

"Does he usually eat late?"
"He does eat rather slowly."

Neither Alberto nor she was a fast eater.

They were convinced it would take a while.

"Sis, let's eat something too."

So they also had a meal at the nearby snack bar.

While eating, they discussed the future of this date.

"What do you think they'll do after eating?"
"I don't know, but they probably won't part ways right away. The mood was so good earlier."
"I did tell him to go to the movies or something, but I'm not sure if he'll do that."

She wasn't the type to take the lead aggressively.

So they had to rely on Alberto...

"He'll do well, right?"
"What's with that ambiguous response?"

As they were hesitating without being able to confirm anything.

"Sis! There they are!"

They spotted the couple coming out of a franchise restaurant in the distance.

"Let's go right away."

Although they still had a lot of food left, there were more important matters at hand.

After paying, they immediately resumed tailing the couple.

"Where are they going?"

Despite having eaten, the couple didn't leave the first floor and kept wandering around.

They seemed to be looking for something.

"Maybe they're going for dessert?"

Just as Riel said that, the couple entered an ice cream shop ahead.

"We should have just finished eating..."
"This is so annoying."

They were thinking about the food they had left behind.

"Should we wait like before?"
"We have to."

Aelin sat on the bench with a dejected expression, as if she had lost a country.

***

"How did you know I like ice cream?"
"I asked Senior Riel."

She gave me a suspicious look.

"Didn't you already know?"
"How would I already know that..."
"I guess that's true."

I actually did ask Riel to maintain this lie.

'Does Her Highness like desserts?'

When I asked, she told me that the princess loves desserts, especially ice cream.

I already knew this information, so it wasn't helpful in itself, but...

'At least I can use it like this.'

She was waiting for the ice cream with a beaming expression.

"What kind of ice cream do you like?"
"Vanilla ice cream."

She seemed a bit surprised by my answer.

"I like vanilla best too."
"We have a lot in common."
"Did you know that too before answering?"

This time it was truly a coincidence, but her reaction made me feel a bit hurt.

"This time it's really a coincidence. You're quite suspicious."
"Well, you have so many secrets."

As expected, Her Highness was someone who held grudges.

"I don't know what to say..."
"Two servings of vanilla ice cream!"

As the employee brought it directly to our table, she immediately started eating.

I also ate some since I liked vanilla ice cream, but I didn't eat much.

"Aren't you eating?"
"Just watching you eat makes me full, Senior."

The truth was that I really was full.

After eating a hamburger set earlier, I was too full to eat anymore.

'My stomach has shrunk...'

I thought to myself.

Then, she said:

"What should we do after this?"
"I don't have anything specific in mind... do you?"

I was thinking negatively, 'Of course she doesn't.'

However, contrary to my expectations, she said:

"There's a movie theater nearby. Want to see a movie?"
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I accepted her proposal.

'Watching a movie together...'

It was a somewhat exciting situation.

We were currently choosing a movie to watch together at the theater.

The theater was showing numerous films.

However, among all those movies, she was fixated on just one.

"Do you like that movie?"

It was a film I was already familiar with.

A story about heroes flying in from another dimension to save a world pushed to the brink of destruction by demon lords...

It was an utterly predictable plot.

However, it had been successful at the box office thanks to its high-quality CGI effects and the outstanding performances of the actors.

Due to its success, the film had spawned twelve installments, and the one she was interested in was the fourth in the series.

"Yes, I enjoyed this series, and now the fourth one is out."

Looking at the poster, it seemed the fourth installment had just been released yesterday.

'Isn't this the one where the protagonist's father dies?'

I couldn't remember clearly, but having seen all the previous films, I knew the general storyline.

In the fourth film, the protagonist's father is killed by one of the demon lord's executives.

And I believe that incident triggers the protagonist's awakening.

'That awakening scene became quite famous.'

That scene alone had become so talked about that it could be said to be even more famous than the fourth film itself.

"Let's watch this one then."

She was looking at the poster with eyes that clearly showed how much she wanted to see it.

"Is that really okay with you?"
"I enjoyed it too."

I like these clichéd stories.

Even though I know how they'll turn out, there's still enjoyment in watching the process unfold.

Some might ask:

'If you already know what's going to happen, what's the fun in watching it?'

But that statement isn't much different from saying, 'Why live if you're going to die anyway?'

I personally value the journey more than the destination.

Of course, contradictorily, I'm going through all this trouble to change an ending I didn't like.

We bought our tickets and went to get popcorn.

"What kind of popcorn do you like?"
"Caramel. Popcorn should be sweet."
"You know your stuff."

We ordered two servings of sweet caramel popcorn, cola, and two sausages.

It was too much to carry, but she created an ice tray with her magic.

It even floated in the air, so we didn't need to carry the tray at all.

I was amazed by her trick.

"Wow..."
"It's nothing special."

She said it was nothing, but the magical skill she was displaying was worthy of praise.

'How many people could create such delicate objects with ice magic?'

It was a question without an easy answer.

And keeping it floating in the air like that would consume quite a bit of magical power, but she showed no signs of strain.

She was truly unrivaled when it came to magical capacity and recovery rate.

'And later she even gets the [Dragon's Heart]...'

During the war, after killing a dragon, she gained the [Dragon Slayer] trait and implanted the [Dragon's Heart] into herself.

And when you have two or more heart-related skills, you gain another trait.

[Two Hearts]

That's how she obtained an insurmountable amount of magical power that no one could match.

'Wait, couldn't I do that too?'

I also possessed the [Mage's Heart], just like her.

But dragons aren't creatures you can just hunt down on a whim.

Even when she killed a dragon, it took all the empire's elite warriors working together to barely take down a single dragon that had invaded.

'I wasn't there at that time...'

Unfortunately or fortunately, I had been dispatched on a mission to assist a weakened allied nation.

'If I had been there, could I have prevented any deaths?'

They say there are no "what ifs" in history, but I couldn't help thinking about it.

As I was lost in these somewhat negative thoughts, she was watching me.

"The movie's about to start."

I was startled by her sudden voice.

She burst into laughter and said:

"Why are you so surprised?"
"Just my mood."

She teased me:

"I don't think so. What were you thinking about?"
"You, senior."
"What?"

She turned her head away, seemingly embarrassed.

"I've been thinking about this for a while, but you're really good at saying embarrassing things."
"Am I?"

If that's true, it's probably thanks to her.

I wasn't the type to enjoy saying such things before.

Just her existence alone changed me like this.

Of course, she's too significant in my life to simply describe it as "just"...

"Yes, you talk as if you're speaking to a lover."
"We'll be that soon enough, so what's the issue?"
"When is 'soon enough'?"
"Before you graduate, senior."

She asked with a surprised look:

"Don't tell me you know about that too?"
"About what?"

I acted as nonchalantly as possible.

Whether my acting skills were good or she was just innocent, she seemed to conclude it was merely a coincidence.

"Never mind..."
"How boring."

She asked me in front of the theater:

"But... I'm curious about something."
"What is it?"
"Why haven't you confessed to me yet?"

There were several reasons, but the main one was that I still felt inadequate.

As we walked into the darkened theater, I said:

"Compared to you, senior, I'm still lacking."
"Then when..."
"Honestly, if you were okay with it, I'd do it right now, but that's not right, is it?"

I looked into her eyes and continued:

"So it might take some time. At the very least, I need to be acknowledged by him, right?"

After pondering for a moment, she suddenly exclaimed:

"Wait! You know everything already!"
"Someone told me."

Actually, asking about it had been very helpful.

"It was Riel, wasn't it?"
"Who else would it be?"

She asked with a serious expression:

"Do you really think it will work out?"
"At least I believe so."

I had actually met her father before.

He was quite a jovial person, but when it came to his daughter, he was truly serious.

He was what people would call a "daughter-doting father."

But he wasn't overly rigid.

As self-proclaimed fans of the Imperial Princess, the Emperor and I had once had an in-depth conversation about her.

"Where does that confidence come from?"
"To begin with, it's impossible for a 17-year-old student to land a blow on the empire's strongest."
"Then where does your confidence come from?"
"The Emperor isn't trying to test my abilities."

As I sat in our assigned seats, I continued:

"I think he wants to test how far I'm willing to go for you, senior."

Thinking about it, that made sense.

Her father was strict, but ultimately, he acted for her sake.

This time would be no different.

In the end, he wanted someone who would truly love his daughter to come before him or her and prove it.

She also seemed to realize this and was surprised.

"Do you see some hope now?"
"But for that..."
"Let me just say, I'm willing to sacrifice an arm for you, senior."

I didn't say I'd give my life for her because it might have sounded too boastful.

Of course, in reality, I would even give my life.

If she died, my life would be no different from before.

"That doesn't sound like an exaggeration..."
"I'm serious. Anyway, let's watch the movie."

I changed the subject to the movie because the current situation was making me feel too self-conscious.

The movie started at just that moment.

Once the film began, she kept her eyes fixed on the screen, unlike me.

'She's really enjoying it.'

I was more interested in something else than the movie.

My gaze was directed not at the screen where the film was playing, but at her as she watched it.

No matter what scene appeared on the screen or what sound came from the speakers, I only looked at her.

Partly because I had already seen the movie and wasn't particularly interested, but mostly because I wanted to appreciate her more.

Due to her disguise, it wasn't her original face, but she was still beautiful.

Though her face was different, she couldn't hide her unique expressions.

'Looking at her like this, she really is the Imperial Princess.'

Her resemblance to the Imperial Princess as portrayed in the media was so striking that I wondered, 'How could anyone not recognize her?'

As I continued to admire her, the first major scene in the movie ended, and it seemed to be a moment to catch one's breath.

She also briefly took her eyes off the screen and looked at me.

Noticing that I had been staring at her, she blushed.

Then, in a voice so soft only I could hear, she said:

"Aren't you watching the movie?"
"There's something more interesting in front of me."

She asked with a puzzled expression:

"Interesting?"
"Yes, just looking at you is entertaining for me. Don't worry about me and continue watching the movie."

She nodded and shifted her gaze back to the screen, but having realized that I was still watching her, she couldn't help but be conscious of it.

She kept alternating her gaze between me and the screen.

Seeing her get flustered every time she looked at my face, I felt a happiness that words could hardly describe.

'Is this what happiness feels like?...'

With such a seemingly adolescent thought, I waited for the movie to end.
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When we exited the theater after the movie ended, it was already dark outside.

So we were getting ready to part ways.

"That was fun."

She laughed incredulously at my shameless tone.

"You didn't even watch it."
"I didn't say the movie was fun."
"Then what?"
"Today was fun, senior. How about you?"

I genuinely enjoyed it.

How could a date with her not be enjoyable?

Of course, it would be better if she had fun too.

She smiled gently and said.

"It was fun. I can't remember the last time... I lost track of time enjoying myself like this..."
"I'm glad to hear that."

Fortunately, it seems she enjoyed today as well.

It was a satisfying day in many ways.

I said goodbye to her with a sense of fulfillment.

"See you on Monday."

I escorted her until the end.

After confirming she had entered the palace, I called out to those people who had been bothering me for a while.

"Why don't you come out now?"

Only then did those two appear before me.

Riel spoke with a flustered voice.

"How did you know?"
"It was obvious."

From the middle of our date, they had been constantly peeking from behind, so obvious that it would have been strange not to notice.

She probably noticed too.

Elin seemed surprised that I knew.

"It was obvious?"
"Did you think you wouldn't be caught while constantly staring from behind?"
"Did the princess know too?"
"Of course."

While I have keen senses, hers are even sharper.

She has the sensitivity to detect surveillance with just the slightest glance, so she would have easily noticed this.

"I'm doomed... Goodbye... I'm going first."

Riel headed toward the palace with a dazed expression.

I asked Elin, who remained.

"First you were stalked, now you're the stalker. Does crime beget crime?"
"I was curious... how could I resist?"
"I guess you would be curious."

If I were in Elin's position, I would have done the same thing.

"But didn't you deny it last time?"

She seemed to be referring to what happened during the ranking match.

I clearly told Elin "no" at that time.

"It wouldn't be fun if I told you in advance."
"So you came back from the future because of Senior Diana?"
"Something like that."
"Then what happens in that future?"

I was going to brush it off with a cliché like "it wouldn't be fun if I told you in advance," but her serious tone and expression stopped me.

I spoke in the same tone as hers.

"She dies there, quite far in the future though..."

Her death happens a full 25 years from now.

"How long?"
"25 years."
"25 years?"

I said to her as she wore a puzzled expression.

"That's how it was there, but I don't know how it will be here. History has already been distorted because of me, so that history could change too."

By saving the Empress, I changed history, and I don't know what other changes that alteration will bring.

Perhaps the future where she dies could come even sooner.

"That's why I'm working hard."
"You're so romantic..."

She looked touched.

I criticized her for breaking the mood.

"Way to ruin the atmosphere, seriously..."

But she took on a serious demeanor and said.

"Don't feel too burdened though. You're not alone. I'll help you too."

It was an uncharacteristic seriousness for her, but it was nice in its own way.

And her words gave me reassurance.

"It doesn't suit you."
"You tell me not to ruin the mood, but then you..."
"Thanks anyway, though I never really felt alone."

For some reason, she looked moved.

As I wondered 'why?', Elin spoke.

"You trusted me all along? Ah... and I didn't even know..."
"What are you talking about... I meant the princess and Chris, not you."

It was so amusing to see her jumping to conclusions.

She lowered her head, either disappointed or embarrassed, I couldn't tell.

Then she looked at me with puppy-dog eyes and said.

"What about me?..."
"You too... uh... yeah, you too."
"I don't die like a month later or something, do I?"
"You wish, but no, you live quite long. You were still very healthy when I died."

When I said that, she looked surprised.

"You died?"
"I did, or that's the right way to look at it."

Mentally I might not have died, but physically I certainly did.

I'm alive now thanks to that [???] skill.

It's probably [Regression].

The trait [Regressor] proved that fact.

She thought for a moment and then spoke.

"So it's regression?"
"You catch on quick."

It's such a common trope in fantasy novels that even an ordinary person like her would be familiar with the term.

"So did you get some kind of reward? Usually in webtoons, when someone regresses, they get special privileges or something, right?"

I did receive something.

But the question 'Should I tell her this?' kept circling in my mind.

And as if reading my thoughts, she said.

"I'll keep it to myself. You know I can keep secrets."
"True."

After taking a deep breath, I continued.

"I did get something like that, those special privileges."

I briefly explained about the trait I had obtained.

And about the skill too.

After hearing my explanation, she couldn't close her mouth for a while.

"You'll catch flies."
"That's so broken."
"What is?"
"Have you used it before?"
"Once."
"On whom?"

Instead of answering her question verbally, I looked toward the palace we had just passed.

"So what did you get?"
"[Magician's Heart]."

Elin showed an intense reaction upon hearing the name of the skill.

"You're bullshitting."
"It's true."
"Life is so unfair."
"But it's not that useful for me."

Having a lot of magical power doesn't help when I don't have any magic to use it with.

It was like putting a pearl necklace on a pig.

If this skill had gone to Elin, it would have been the best possible outcome.

"Still, I'm annoyed. Didn't you extract mine?"
"That would be..."
"You really have a talent for making people angry, don't you?"

Elin was holding her staff, emanating a murderous aura as if she might cast a spell on me at any moment.

"It's just not compatible with me."

To be honest, it might not be bad.

Especially [A Beam of Brilliant Light] could really be a good choice, but it was too much of a gamble.

Elin had many minor skills besides her unique skill, so the probability was too low.

But rather than using [Regressor's Privilege] on Elin, it would be better to use it on the knights or heroes.

Their minor skills would be more compatible with me, and with luck, I could hit the jackpot.

"I'll let it slide just this once."
"Let what slide? I'd win anyway."

-Zzzap!-

***

"What's that wound on your face?"

I touched the wound on my face and said.

"Some crazy woman scratched me."
"Scratched you?"
"Yeah."
"With what?"
"Magic."

Elin's behavior of immediately casting [Lightning Magic] just because I provoked her a little was too cruel.

"So did you buy the suit?"
"Of course."

Chris asked with a playful expression.

"How was your harem?"
"We went as a pair."
"Oh, was it a date?"
"Yes, it was a date."

Chris asked me with a desperate expression.

"Can't you tell me who it is now?"
"Of course not."
"Just a hint."
"It's someone you know."

Chris was irritated by that useless hint.

"How many girls do you think I know?"
"Probably a lot."

Given Chris's incredible popularity, he must know countless girls.

"Can't you give me more?"
"She's older than me."

I thought I'd given plenty of hints.

Honestly, these two hints should be enough to figure it out, but Chris still seemed clueless.

"No more hints."
"That's too bad."

Raycle, who had been secretly listening to our conversation, seemed to have figured it out, but knowing I wanted to keep it secret, he didn't say anything.

'He's surprisingly loyal.'

People like Raycle tend to be tight-lipped.

Partly because he doesn't talk much in the first place.

Raycle said to me in a voice too quiet for Chris to hear.

"You're talking about that senior, right? The top student?"

I nodded.

"I won't tell anyone."
"Thanks."
"What? What?"

Chris wanted to join our sudden conversation, but we didn't let him.

Raycle ignored Chris, and I changed the subject.

"It's almost time."
"Tomorrow is the investiture ceremony."

The week passed rather quickly, though not unexpectedly so.

It had that 'Is it Friday already?' kind of feeling.

Of course, even that Friday passed in an instant.

***

Finally, the day of the long-awaited investiture ceremony arrived.

Today, our entire family was excited.

Elin and I were excited about receiving our titles, and our parents were happy about their children's success.

We arrived at the palace where the investiture ceremony was to be held.

Since Elin and I were the protagonists of this event, we had to wait in the waiting room until all the guests arrived.

"Why do we have to enter last?"

While Elin was pondering this question, someone opened the door to the waiting room and entered.

And the silver-haired girl who had just entered said.

"The protagonist always appears last. Today, you two are the protagonists, aren't you?"
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"Today's protagonists are us..."

Contradictorily, the princess who spoke those words looked like the true protagonist herself.

Dressed in a white gown that perfectly complemented her hair color, she resembled an angel without wings.

'If Michael had been a woman, would he have looked like that?'

Her beauty made me think such thoughts.

I stared at her blankly.

Then Elin poked me in the side.

"Stop staring."
"I'm sorry."

The princess hid her face as she spoke.

"It's okay..."

Even the way she shyly hid her face was incredibly beautiful.

I finally managed to tear my gaze away from her jewel-like appearance.

"You look even prettier like this."
"Thank you..."

She was embarrassed by the compliment.

Elin, seemingly annoyed by our interaction, changed the subject.

"So when do we go out?"
"In about 20 minutes? I'll contact you when it's time. Just come then."

After saying that, she returned to the banquet hall.

***

This conferment ceremony proceeded with a natural atmosphere quite different from usual.

In the banquet hall, numerous people were enjoying the naturally flowing banquet.

Of course, there were also those who couldn't enjoy it.

This situation.

'Boring.'

Leo, thinking this, looked at his sister.

He sighed as he observed her—smiling on the outside but clearly annoyed inside.

She was surrounded by many people, engaging in meaningless conversations.

The people trying to curry favor with her for personal gain were pathetic, and her position of having to talk with such people was pitiful.

'What a tiring way to live.'

Leo didn't approve of her attitude or the fact that she pretended to be a commoner.

He thought all those actions were meaningless.

'Where is she going?'

Leo watched as she suddenly headed somewhere.

Normally he wouldn't have given it a second thought, but her expression now made him curious.

Her face was bright like sunshine, completely different from when she was talking with those people earlier.

'Could it be...'

Leo thought the cause of that expression must be today's protagonist.

She was probably heading to the waiting room where Albert would be.

The Emperor, who was also watching her from nearby, spoke.

"Leo, have you ever seen Elly with that expression before?"
"Yes, I've seen it a few times."

She usually had that expression when she was with Albert.

Of course, the Emperor knew nothing about this.

"When?"
"You'll find out soon enough."

The cause of that expression would be coming here soon anyway.

She returned to the banquet hall shortly after heading to the waiting room.

However, her expression had changed again in that short time.

'Why is she blushing?'

The Emperor was thinking the same thing as Leo.

"Who did she meet?"
"Probably the person who will be coming soon."

The Emperor recalled the young man he had seen before.

The grateful being who had saved his wife.

"Is she close with that boy?"
"Yes, extremely close. They seem like they're dating."

The Emperor's body trembled slightly at the words "seem like they're dating."

"Didn't you know?"

The Emperor knew that she would bring someone to him before graduating from the academy.

And he thought she would date someone to prevent a political marriage.

Purely to achieve that purpose.

However, her expression after meeting him now didn't seem like that.

"How do you think Elly feels about that boy?"
"I can only guess since it's the first time I've seen her like this."
"Tell me anyway."
"She seems to like him."

Hearing this, the Emperor clenched his fist.

"And the boy?"
"He definitely likes her too."

Leo recalled what Albert had said that day.

-We're not anything yet. Not yet.-

He also thought that those words could become reality.

Of course, it would be difficult.

Gaining his father's approval would be as hard as catching a star from the sky.

His father would be even more demanding when it came to matters related to her.

Leo looked at his father, who seemed somewhat displeased.

And at that moment, someone opened the door to the banquet hall.

***

When we entered the banquet hall, almost everyone there turned their attention to us.

Some gazes were warm, others were sharp.

And someone was sending a particularly fierce look.

I unconsciously looked at the owner of that gaze.

'Why is he looking at me like that?'

The brave figure of the Empire's Emperor, Reinhardt Michael, caught my eye.

He approached me with the Empress.

When he came right up to me, he exuded killing intent.

I countered by using [Killing Intent Release].

"You're holding back."

If he had properly released his killing intent, I probably wouldn't have been able to stand.

The Empress, watching us from the side, spoke.

"Dear, stop it."

The Emperor reluctantly withdrew his killing intent at her words.

"I apologize."
"It's fine."
"Follow me."

Elin and I followed them onto the platform.

From the platform, I could see her and my parents.

The Empress took the microphone on the platform.

"Everyone, please look at these siblings standing on the platform now."

At that moment, all eyes in the banquet hall turned to us.

It was a bit burdensome, but unavoidable.

"These siblings protected my life from an assassin from the Babylon Kingdom. In particular, the older brother, Albert, was in a life-threatening situation."

Hearing those words made me feel proud again.

"They surely knew that protecting me from that assassin meant being prepared to lose their lives."

That was true.

"They must have been scared, must have wanted to run away. But they didn't. Even though their lives were in danger, they protected me until the end."

The eyes of those who heard these words softened.

The Empress looked at us and continued.

"Albert Veros, Elin Veros. In recognition of the bravery of these siblings, I confer the titles of Count and Baroness respectively."

As she finished speaking, all those people were applauding us.

I looked at the princess who was applauding in the front row.

I felt a sharp gaze on my back, but I didn't pay much attention to it.

"We will need many talented individuals in the future."

That statement was probably deeply related to the coming wars.

"These siblings will be particularly shining examples among those talents. I hope you all will support their future."

It seems I'm receiving quite a lot of expectations from places I don't even know about.

I wasn't particularly bothered, but Elin seemed a bit pressured.

The Empress finished her speech and came down from the platform, and we followed her.

"Congratulations, and to you too, Elin."

As soon as we came down, the princess approached us first.

The Emperor, watching from behind, asked me.

"What's your relationship with my daughter?"
"We're nothing yet."
"Yet?"
"Yes, yet."

Everyone present was surprised by my bold statement.

"Oh my."
"Interesting fellow."

The Empress had an intrigued look, while the Emperor had quite a fierce gaze despite his casual words.

To be honest, I was a bit scared, but I maintained a calm exterior.

"He's quite gutsy."
"Indeed. He reminds me of you when you were younger."

The Emperor questioned the Empress's words.

"I resemble him?"
"Yes, the atmosphere is very similar."
"You flatter me, Your Majesty."
"At least this one knows when to bow."

The other one apparently didn't.

There were certainly many unfavorable rumors about the Emperor's past.

Rumors that he was disrespectful, that he was an emperor who relied only on brute force, and so on.

Those rumors weren't entirely false, but he seemed to have improved somewhat with age.

'They really look alike.'

I looked back and forth between the Empress and the princess.

They resembled each other so much that anyone would think they were mother and daughter.

When I looked at the princess, the Empress said with a pleased expression.

"Elly, if you get a boyfriend, shouldn't you introduce him to us first?"

She was flustered by the Empress's playful tone.

"What!? Mother, it's not like that..."
"I'm joking, but if it does happen, please introduce him to us properly."

While the mother and daughter were having such a conversation, the Emperor and I were staring intently at each other.

My parents were watching us from a distance, holding their breath.

Then, the Emperor said in a voice only I could hear.

"Do you think you can earn my approval?"
"Of course."
"May I ask what makes you say that?"

I said to him, who was looking at me like a tiger eyeing its prey.

"I believe my feelings for the princess are no less than Your Majesty's."

Perhaps my sincerity reached him, as the Emperor smiled for the first time and said.

"Well, do your best, though it will be difficult."
"Thank you."

Earning his approval would be very difficult, but not impossible.

If I put in my utmost effort like last time, it should be possible.
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The Emperor left after finishing that conversation.

"What were you two talking about?"
"Nothing special."
"It didn't seem that way to me."
"He said it would be difficult to earn his approval."

Hearing this, the Empress smiled and asked.

"So what do you think about that?"
"I'm confident."
"I like that response. Well then, see you later."

The Empress also left, following the Emperor.

"Your confidence is truly remarkable."
"Please believe in me."
"They'll probably think we're already dating..."
"Especially His Imperial Majesty seemed to think so."

After the Emperor and Empress left, my parents came over.

Mother was concerned about me.

"Are you alright?"

She must have noticed the Emperor's expression and gaze earlier.

"I'm fine."
"Well, congratulations, children. I'm proud that you've already achieved so much."

My father's words naturally brought a smile to my face.

Allin spoke with an expression that made me doubt if she was the same person who had been so uncomfortable earlier.

"This is just the beginning."

Allin's confident demeanor was somehow irritating.

"That's groundless confidence."
"The same applies to you."

Our parents watched our bickering with pleased expressions.

Then they asked the woman standing awkwardly in front of us.

"What kind of relationship do you have with our son?"

She showed signs of embarrassment and slowly opened her mouth.

"We're not in any relationship yet."

This scene felt familiar somehow.

For some reason, I felt excited and asked her.

"Not yet?"
"Yes, not yet."

My parents watched this scene with smiles before heading elsewhere with Allin.

Now only she and I remained.

"You look very beautiful today."
"Didn't you already say that earlier? And don't people usually compliment the dress or hairstyle?"
"Is that so?"
"Still, it's not cliché."

Her bright smile eased my tension a little.

"I've noticed that many people are watching us."

Even the people who had been talking with her earlier were now keeping their distance, just observing from afar.

"It will be even more so in the future, but don't worry too much about it."
"Are you concerned for me?"
"You could say that."

While we were conversing, an unexpected figure approached.

A girl with sun-like red hair sat down at our table.

The bestseller of fire-attribute magic and princess of the Orion Kingdom addressed me.

"Hello?"
"Hello, nice to meet you, Princess Rachel."
"You know me?"
"Of course."

She was already famous, but had become even more so recently.

This was due to the fact that she had fled to the Kainis Empire because of the war and transferred to the Imperial Academy.

Rachel asked me.

"How old are you?"
"We're the same age."
"Really!?"
"Yes."

For some reason, Rachel seemed pleased that we were the same age.

"Do you also attend the Imperial Academy?"
"Of course."

Since she was my age, we would soon be in the same class.

"Then we'll be in the same class?"
"Yes, I'm also in Class A."
"I look forward to getting along with you."
"Likewise."

Rachel hesitated before speaking.

"Then I..."
"You can speak informally with me."

Rachel asked with a surprised expression.

"How did you know?"
"Just a lucky guess."
"Can I really speak informally?"
"If you do it first, I will too."

Speaking informally first felt a bit awkward, or perhaps impolite.

Anyway, I declared that I wouldn't speak informally first.

So Rachel reluctantly took the initiative.

"Alright... I will."

Rachel was very awkward about it.

Beside us, she was watching our interaction with a displeased expression.

She spoke in a somewhat cold tone.

"You seem quite sociable."
"That's the first time I've heard that."

Rachel looked at her and said.

"It's been a while, Imperial Princess."
"Indeed, it seems like it's been almost three years."

These two didn't seem particularly close either, as the awkwardness was palpable.

"Princess, you seem to get prettier every time we meet."
"I'm still lacking compared to you, Imperial Princess."
"I'm going to get some food, I'm hungry."

Unable to bear this awkward atmosphere, I went to get some food.

Since I wasn't particularly hungry, I didn't take much.

As I was leisurely filling my plate, Allin approached me.

"What are you doing here?"
"I'm hungry."
"That's strange."
"I'm human too, I need to eat."

While I certainly don't love eating, I felt slightly offended by her reaction.

Her plate was filled with desserts like cake and ice cream.

"You'll rot your teeth at this rate."
"So what?"
"Are you an elementary schooler?"
"I brush my teeth well."
"Sure."

As I was about to return to my seat, Allin stopped me.

"You've been too quiet lately. Is something wrong?"
"Don't worry, nothing's wrong. And if there is, I'll let you know."

Hearing this, Allin returned to her place reassured.

Back at her spot, Allin was chatting enthusiastically with her friends.

At times like this, she really was just an ordinary schoolgirl.

'Worrying about unnecessary things...'

But it didn't feel bad.

With this good feeling, I returned to my original seat.

"..."
"..."

'What's with this atmosphere?'

The two remaining were silent, looking in different directions.

She spoke to me in a rather dark voice as soon as she saw me.

"Why did you take so long?"
"Why are you two so awkward with each other?"

Rachel retorted.

"We're not awkward at all...?"
"That's good then."

Anyone could see they were awkward, but I decided to let it go.

She also seemed unwilling to discuss it.

Still, I couldn't just sit and watch this atmosphere.

"So when are you transferring, Rachel?"

Since we didn't have much in common, we talked about school.

"In about two weeks, I think. Does the Imperial Princess attend the academy too?"

She shook her head and said.

"No, I don't."
"That's a shame. By the way, how did you two become close?"

Rachel's sudden question caught both of us off guard.

As we looked at each other.

"I introduced them."

Rachel said to the owner of the voice, Allin.

"You're Albert's sister, right?"

Allin nodded and said.

"I was originally friends with the Imperial Princess, so I introduced her to my brother."
"I see."

She and I both sighed in relief.

Allin whispered to me.

"We need to leave soon."
"Already?"
"Yeah, meet me at the entrance in about 10 minutes."

After telling me this, Allin disappeared somewhere.

When I took out my phone to check the time, it was already past 9 and approaching 10 o'clock.

As I hurriedly checked the time, she asked me.

"Do you have to go?"
"Unfortunately, it seems so."

Looking disappointed, she whispered in my ear, quiet enough that Rachel couldn't hear.

"See you on Monday."

I was surprised by her unexpected action.

My heart raced and my face grew hot.

"You seem to like this sort of thing."

As she smiled mischievously, Rachel asked with a displeased expression.

"Are you two dating?"

It was a question I'd heard many times, but my answer was always the same.

However, this time felt a bit different.

"Not yet."
"Not yet."

I looked at her as she said the same words simultaneously, and she did the same.

We burst into laughter while Rachel sighed at the sight.

***

Rachel Ignite.

The princess of the Orion Kingdom and specialist in [Fire Magic] transferred to the Imperial Academy right after the title conferment ceremony.

Along with this news came some bad news explaining why the Knight Commanders and Heroes didn't attend the ceremony.

'But why is she sitting next to me?'

She could sit anywhere, but Rachel deliberately chose to sit beside me.

"Sorry, I'm quite shy around new people."
"Someone who spoke informally to me right after meeting is shy?"
"That's different..."

While almost everyone else was new to her, she was already acquainted with me and Chris, so this was probably the most comfortable spot for her.

But now I had one question.

"By the way, didn't you guys come?"

During the title conferment ceremony, I never saw Chris or Raycle.

"I was there."
"Me?"
"He didn't come in the end."

Chris pointed at Raycle.

But I knew Raycle didn't want to come, so it didn't matter much.

"Where were you?"
"When Her Majesty the Empress was giving her speech, I urgently needed the bathroom, and when I came back it was already over. And you all seemed to be having an interesting time, so I didn't want to intrude."

Chris seemed to be forcing her cheerfulness today.

She was smiling on the outside, but it didn't seem genuine.

The reason wasn't hard to guess.

I recalled the news I had heard last night.
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The news delivered a shocking announcement to the citizens on Sunday, the day after his investiture ceremony.

Babylon Kingdom had occupied Eden, one of Orion Kingdom's major cities, and the Kainis Empire had provided military support to Orion Kingdom.

Eden was considered Orion's second capital, making its fall shocking not only to the Empire but to all other nations as well.

Although Babylon Kingdom had attacked Orion Kingdom numerous times before, until now Orion had managed to defend itself quite well.

But this time was different.

This time, the captain of Babylon's knights—the order sometimes called the Demon King's Army—had personally participated in the battle.

'So it happened after all.'

I was surprised by this fact.

However, what surprised me wasn't Eden's occupation.

It was that the future had changed.

In my previous life, the war between Orion and Babylon didn't progress this quickly.

An event that should have happened three years later had already occurred.

This realization hit me in both good and bad ways.

I was simultaneously consumed by hope that the future could be changed and despair that I could no longer adequately prepare for what was to come.

Still, since I had already anticipated this possibility, the shock wasn't too severe.

I already knew and was prepared for the fact that my actions would change the future.

I had confidence that I could overcome whatever happened.

But right now, I was far too weak.

While I had become incomparably stronger than in my previous life, I was still woefully inadequate.

I had been aware of this, but the recent incident had made me feel it to my bones.

Though that assassin had been skilled, I was still too lacking.

If I had been at the Princess's level, I wouldn't have struggled so much.

The Princess said to me:

"From now on, we're going hard-core."

She must have known I was having such concerns.

I smiled and replied:

"I'm counting on you."

As soon as I finished speaking, she released an aura far stronger than her usual one.

I activated [Mortal's Last Stand] to counter that aura, which felt like it could freeze my entire body.

***

After the third class ended during break time.

Rachel pressed firmly on my bruised cheek.

"Ow!"

When I deliberately made that strange sound, Rachel chuckled and said:

"Does it hurt?"
"What are you doing?"

As I looked at her with reproachful eyes, Rachel laughed even harder.

Her sadistic behavior gave me chills.

Rachel finally managed to stop laughing and asked:

"But how did you get like this?"
"I had some... things happen."

Since last week, the intensity of the training I had been doing with her had increased.

I approached sparring with a do-or-die attitude, and we cleared dungeons one or two levels higher than what I used to handle.

At first, it was absolute torture, but now it's somewhat bearable.

'Reminds me of the old days.'

Thinking about last week reminded me of training with her in my previous life.

'It's not much different from back then.'

I liked this familiar feeling.

While I was lost in memories, Rachel asked in a serious voice:

"You're not being bullied or anything, are you?"
"Huh...?"

Her sudden question made me laugh involuntarily, and Chris, who was listening, laughed as well.

Chris pointed at me and said:

"Does he look like someone who would get bullied?"
"I was just asking, that's all."

Rachel seemed to realize how absurd her question was and looked embarrassed.

'But why is she so cheerful?'

I found it remarkable that Rachel could maintain such a bright demeanor even though her country was being attacked.

She was a stark contrast to Chris, who had become somewhat depressed since his father was dispatched to Orion Kingdom's frontlines.

Rachel, with her usual brightness, asked me again:

"So how did you really get hurt?"
"I got injured during training."
"Training? With whom?"
"That's a secret."

Upon hearing about training, Rachel made this proposal:

"Can I join too? I think I could be quite helpful."
"Well..."

Honestly, I was fine with it.

Someone skilled like Rachel would positively influence my improvement, and we could strengthen our friendship—there was nothing to lose from my perspective.

However, the training wasn't just mine to decide.

"I'll ask today and let you know tomorrow."

As soon as classes ended, I headed to the library as usual.

There she was, diligently organizing books by herself.

When she spotted me while shelving returned books in numerical order, she immediately said:

"You're early today."
"We had shortened classes today."
"Eh? Really?"

It was strange that she didn't know about the shortened classes, even though she skipped most subjects to work at the library early.

"Why don't you know?"
"I just sleep when I'm at school."
"Even during homeroom?"
"Yes. I thought time was passing quickly today—so it was shortened classes."

Certainly, the academy's curriculum wasn't particularly necessary for her.

She probably already knew all the content, and decisively, she didn't really need it.

What an emperor needs isn't exceptional intelligence or useful knowledge.

An emperor needs unparalleled leadership and overwhelming power.

Everything else can be delegated to capable subordinates.

Others might disagree, but that's what I believe.

"You're still so princess-like."
"Is that a compliment?"
"How you take it is up to you, Your Highness."

I continued with a serious expression:

"But I have something to tell you."
"What... is it?"
"Rachel..."

When Rachel's name left my lips, her face crumpled.

But I continued regardless:

"She wants to join our training sessions. What do you think—"

Before I could finish, she cut me off with a firm voice:

"No."
"Why not?"

After hearing my playful tone, she strongly denied:

"It's not like that!"
"Like what?"
"Do I have to say it out loud?"

When I nodded, she said bashfully:

"Jealousy... it's not that..."

Her voice was tiny, like an ant's, but it clearly reached my ears.

I barely managed to suppress my rising smile and said:

"Let's say that's true, but why not? We have nothing to lose."
"That may be true, but..."
"Training together would be beneficial. Especially after what happened recently. Someday, something similar might happen in our era too. The more reliable allies we have, the better."

After contemplating for a while, she said:

"I'll think about it. Let's go for now."

As always, we went straight to the training ground.

It always seemed empty, but today it felt particularly deserted.

Not particularly concerned, I activated my two unique skills.

Thanks to consistent training, both skills had risen in rank considerably.

[Mortal's Last Stand] had reached rank B, and [Pitch-Black Sword] had reached B-.

However, from now on, they wouldn't improve so easily.

In fact, [Mortal's Last Stand] took a whole month to go from B- to B.

Of course, it would only get harder from here.

"What rank are Your Highness's skills?"
"My two unique skills are A- and D-, and [Ice Magic] is A+."
"Wow..."

Those ranks left me speechless.

While [Cruel Cold] was one thing, the fact that [Absolute Zero], which she'd acquired less than a month ago, was already D- was quite shocking.

And the rank of [Ice Magic], which she'd had for a long time, was also incredibly high.

"I'm at a loss for words."
"Still, apart from [Absolute Zero] which I got recently, the others aren't improving much."

Yet she trained consistently.

Even when her efforts didn't yield results, she maintained her mental fortitude and worked harder.

That was the biggest reason she was able to ascend to the emperor's throne.

"By the way, is it okay to reveal that information so easily?"
"It's only natural to let the person who will be my bodyguard know how strong I am."

I was surprised by her much more composed reaction than I expected and touched that she trusted me more than I thought.

"That's quite moving."
"What is?"
"Nothing. Let's begin."

I pointed my already activated sword at her.

"Today, you can beat me to death if you want. That skill has been activated."
"It's a bit sad that I have to beat you severely once every three days."

***

While he and she were sparring.

Someone was watching the scene.

The red-haired girl observing thought:

'That's Albert, but who's that person?'

Rachel recalled her conversation with Albert from the morning.

-Training? With whom?-
-That's a secret.-

Rachel observed the woman who was relentlessly casting [Ice Magic].

'Is that the Princess?'

Rachel looked at the woman who, despite looking different, shared many similarities with the princess she knew.

And she thought this might be the princess she was familiar with.

'The voice, the magic she uses, and how close she is with Albert...'

Rachel became convinced that she was indeed Elizabeth Michael, the princess she knew.

'Why is she disguising herself as a commoner? And why isn't anyone noticing? Anyone can see she's the Princess...'

Unable to contain her questions, Rachel immediately entered the training ground.

-Click!-

As the entrance to the training ground opened, Albert and the woman looked at Rachel with surprised eyes.

And then, something happened that shocked them even more.

"Hello, Albert. And hello, Your Highness."
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"Hello, Albert. And to you, Imperial Princess."

Upon hearing those words, she looked at me with a bewildered expression.

I quickly made an excuse that wasn't really an excuse.

"I didn't tell her anything."
"Then...?"

When she turned that gaze toward Rachel, Rachel smiled and said:

"He didn't tell me anything. I just made an educated guess. Besides, isn't it too obvious?"

Rachel explained how she had figured out her identity.

"Your voice is identical, and you use the same magic as before. Plus, you're still with Albert, just like back then. How could I not figure it out? I bet everyone at the academy knows too. You'd have to be an idiot not to notice..."
"Please don't tell anyone else for now."

Rachel nodded.

Then she added:

"In exchange, let me join your training sessions. Albert doesn't mind, right?"

After hearing that, she glared at me.

"It's up to the Imperial Princess. I don't particularly mind."

Although building a friendship with Rachel would benefit me, there was something more important.

For me, she came before anything else.

When I left the choice to her, she thought for a while before responding in a tone that suggested she had no choice:

"Fine. But be warned, my training is quite intense. Feel free to say so if you want to quit."
"I'll do my best."

Rachel was surprisingly passionate.

"Then let's start right away. How about you two fight first? I need to gauge the princess's skill level."
"Sounds good."

Rachel displayed quite a confident attitude.

Her confidence somewhat wounded my pride.

I activated two of my unique skills that I had kept deactivated.

Rachel seemed taken aback by my red hair and the overwhelming pressure that suddenly enveloped her.

"That's quite an overpowered unique skill."

Nevertheless, Rachel smiled as she raised her staff.

The staff, different from ordinary ones, surprised me.

'That looks insanely expensive.'

The price of a staff is determined by the size of its magic stone, the main component. The larger the magic stone, the better the performance, so when evaluating a staff, one looks at the price, the size of the magic stone, and any additional effects.

'Why is that magic stone so huge?'

The magic stone attached to Rachel's staff appeared to be about 40cm in diameter.

Seeing that flashy staff made my confidence waver a bit.

"Your weapon seems like cheating."
"Equipment is part of skill too."

Rachel made this shameless remark as she pointed her staff at me.

-Whoosh!-

The fireball summoned from Rachel's staff rushed toward me at a monstrous speed.

I was startled by its velocity but managed to dodge it just barely.

'Why is it so fast?'

Rachel's [Fire Magic] was as agile as Aelin's spells.

I charged toward Rachel in a tense state.

I swung my [Obsidian Blade] to block Rachel's magic, but as expected, her spells couldn't be stopped by the sword.

'No choice then.'

I utilized my high agility to dodge Rachel's spells while advancing forward.

Rachel continued using the same magic until I got right in front of her.

When I approached her closely, Rachel cast [Fire Magic] at me.

-Whoosh!-

As the red flames approached me, they immediately transformed into a blue fireball.

[Blue Flame]

This was Rachel's unique skill and trademark.

The blue flame, which seemed hot enough to melt my body on contact, threatened me.

I hurriedly swung my [Obsidian Blade] wildly.

-Swish! Swish! Whoosh!-

Fortunately, the skill seemed to be of a lower rank, as it was blocked by my [Obsidian Blade].

Rachel was surprised that her unique skill had been blocked.

"Looks like [Blue Flame] is a bit low-ranked."

With those words, I thrust my sword at Rachel.

She tried to block my sword with her staff.

-Clang.-

The expensive staff was indeed different—it didn't get a single scratch despite clashing with my sword.

But naturally, there was a limit to how much that staff could withstand my attacks.

I struck the staff hard, and it flew away beautifully.

As soon as her staff disappeared, Rachel immediately declared surrender.

"I surrender. I lost."

After saying that, Rachel picked up her staff that had flown away.

The staff still didn't have a single scratch on it.

Such items would typically be exclusive to heroes' spirit weapons or elven arcane weapons.

Rachel casually put the staff into her pocket.

She spoke in an accusatory tone:

"Isn't this cheating?"
"Cheating?"
"If you just block my finishing move with your sword, what am I supposed to do?"
"That's skill too."

Rachel spoke as if resigned:

"There must be conditions, right?"
"Of course. It can block magic that's 3 ranks lower."

The condition of blocking magic 3 ranks lower makes it quite overpowered.

If the rank of [Obsidian Blade] exceeds SS, it can block almost all magic.

Of course, SS rank isn't low by any means.

It was a rank I hadn't been able to achieve yet.

"What rank is yours?"
"B-."
"That's a shame. Mine was C-..."

Even if [Blue Flame] hadn't been blocked, I wouldn't have lost.

No matter how powerful Rachel's [Blue Flame] was, I could have endured it for about 10 seconds.

Not only was [Blue Flame] low-ranked, but my magic defense had also increased significantly due to [Mortal's End] and [Absolute Loyalty].

And 10 seconds would have been more than enough time.

"I would have won even if it hadn't been blocked, right?"
"Unfortunately, yes."

I was a bit surprised by her clean admission.

Rachel maintained her confident expression and said:

"Still, I think I can be of help, right?"

Although she wasn't as good as the princess in a duel, she could certainly provide high-level sparring, and above all, she would be tremendously helpful in dungeon raids.

Even if my stats were reduced due to [Mortal's End], it wouldn't matter much thanks to that staff.

"That's true. What do you think, Imperial Princess?"
"You're indeed skilled."

Rachel was skilled enough to be acknowledged by the princess, who was known for her high standards.

Upon hearing those words, Rachel smiled genuinely and said:

"To be acknowledged by the Imperial Princess, I'm honored."

Rachel's genuine smile made my heart feel a bit warmer.

She was similar to fire in many ways.

Sometimes she was hot enough to melt one's entire body, and other times she warmly embraced others.

The princess also seemed to soften a bit at that smile.

"Then let's call it a day and go clear a dungeon, shall we?"

She was so enthusiastic that it was hard to believe she was the same person who had been refusing Rachel's party membership until just a moment ago.

"You change your stance quite quickly."
"Shut up."

Ignoring my jab, she headed to the dungeon strategy room, and Rachel and I followed her.

As soon as we arrived, she applied for a B-rank dungeon and immediately prepared to enter.

I calmly prepared just like her, but Rachel seemed quite flustered and hurried.

"Is the tempo always this fast?"
"Don't worry, she's always like this."

The princess and I were ready and waiting for Rachel.

"Just a moment..."

Rachel hurriedly finished her preparations, and we immediately entered the dungeon.

As we entered, a musty smell assaulted our noses.

Led by that smell I hadn't encountered in a long time, I recalled a certain monster.

"Renil Scorpion."

A giant scorpion with poison so potent that mere contact could lead to death—an A-rank monster.

It's quite infamous among monsters, one of the top-tier A-rank monsters that appear in B-rank dungeons.

The princess heard my muttering and asked me:

"How did you know?"
"It's quite famous, isn't it?"

She seemed to have more to say about this but chose not to and instead said:

"Let's go. Everyone be careful. It's quite dangerous."

Her serious tone made me tense up involuntarily.

I took a deep breath and summoned my [Obsidian Blade].

As we ventured deeper into the dungeon with our weapons drawn, tiny poisonous stingers flew at us from ahead.

-Whoosh! Clang! Swish!-

After we each blocked the stingers in our own way, their owners revealed themselves.

Countless scorpions appeared, causing Rachel to recoil in disgust.

"Ugh! So gross."

As Rachel created a large fireball to sweep away all the scorpions at once, the princess stopped her.

When Rachel looked puzzled by her action, the princess turned to me and said:

"This time, we'll just watch."

She looked at me with a pleased smile, and in response, I activated [Mortal's End].

"Thank you."

I smiled at the experience points that would soon be mine.

The scorpions were startled by my sudden transformation and simultaneously crushed by the pressure I emitted.

I began to take them down one by one as I pushed toward the center of the swarm.

***

At that same time.

A brutal slaughter was unfolding in Eden.

The allied forces of Orion and Kainis were battling the warriors of Babylon to reclaim Eden.
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There were countless warriors on that battlefield, but among them, a few stood out brilliantly.

From the Allied Forces, Light Gabriel, the White Knight Commander, and Ray Caris, the Black Knight Commander.

And Agareus, the Commander of the Babylon Knights and the second-in-command of the Babylon Kingdom, was exuding a terrifying killing intent toward them.

Then Agareus, with his purple skin and impressive large horns, opened his mouth.

"Quite useful humans you are. How about coming over to our side?"

Light and Ray let out a scoff at those absurd words.

"Quite an amusing question."
"Trying to recruit enemy soldiers during a war... aren't you too open-minded?"
"But I must decline. Although this isn't my country, I'm not stupid enough to ignore His Majesty the Emperor's decree."

Hearing Light's words, Agareus drew the hideous sword at his waist and said:

"Then I have no choice. You'll regret that decision now."
"That remains to be seen."

Agareus used [Swiftness] to approach them.

-CRASH!-

Light and Ray each summoned [Sword of Radiance] and [Sword of Darkness], blocking Agareus's attack.

"Not as impressive as I thought."

Enraged by Light's arrogant words, Agareus pressed his attack even more fiercely.

No one knew which side the goddess of victory would favor, but one thing was certain: the sun in the sky had not yet tilted in any direction.

And there was no one present who didn't understand what that meant.

After about three days, there seemed to be no end to the deadly battle.

Both the Allied Forces and the Demon King's Army had suffered great losses, but neither side would give up.

They squeezed out every last ounce of strength, felling enemy soldiers even when on the brink of death.

"Ugh!..."

Light collapsed to the ground, unable to control his exhausted body.

And the same was true for Ray.

Yes.

The intense battle that had continued for three days finally came to an end.

"Hahaha! You should have surrendered earlier... don't you think?!"

Agareus's thunderous voice, full of momentum, echoed through Eden's devastated downtown area.

That voice was despair to some and hope to others.

The surviving soldiers of the Demon King's Army felt hope of victory upon hearing that voice.

"Consider it an honor to die by my hand!"

With that booming voice, Agareus's sword aimed for Light's neck.

But then.

-CRACK!-

Along with a terrifying cold, Agareus's sword froze solid.

"Everyone has endured well."

With a girl's strong voice, certain figures appeared before the confident Demon King's Army.

There were only two of them, but that was enough to turn the situation around.

"What a cruel sight."

Those who heard the silver-haired girl's voice cheered, and seeing this, a middle-aged man said to her:

"There will be more situations like this in the future. Sad as it is, you'll need to get used to it."

The appearance of this father and daughter was like angels descending from heaven for the Allied Forces, and like grim reapers coming to claim them for the Demon King's Army.

The Emperor said to his daughter:

"I'll leave this to you."

With those words, the battlefield instantly froze over.

Despite casting [Ruthless Cold] over such a wide area, her breathing remained steady.

And that marvelous sight was broadcast live around the world through the camera of a journalist who was present.

***

At that moment.

The person responsible for sending that father and daughter to the battlefield was sitting on a sofa, watching her remarkable performance on television.

'It's going well.'

As I looked at the scene with a satisfied expression, Elin beside me asked:

"What was supposed to happen originally?"
"They lose there, and about two months later, the Orion Kingdom gets devoured by Babylon."

After that incident, having lost 100,000 soldiers and two Knight Commanders, the Empire ultimately decides to abandon the Orion Kingdom.

And originally, Rachel would have been captured by Babylon and subjected to terrible things.

"What did you do then?"
"..."

Pathetically, I didn't have the courage to answer that question.

Of course, even if I did answer...

"I did nothing."

That would have been my only pathetic response.

"You probably couldn't do anything."
"I suppose you could see it that way."

I felt a lump in my throat at Elin's touching words.

I suppressed those rising emotions as I continued to watch the broadcast of her massacre on television.

***

A week later.

She finally returned to the Academy.

However, the appearance of the person I saw after a long time was not the usual one I was accustomed to seeing at the Academy.

She came to the Academy not as the usual Diana, but as Elizabeth Michael, who had made a splendid debut a week ago.

That morning, all students gathered in the auditorium, and she addressed them:

"Hello, everyone. I am Diana from Class 3-A."

Upon hearing this, students began murmuring throughout the auditorium.

"Senior Diana was the Imperial Princess?"
"I thought they looked too similar..."
"I kind of suspected it..."

Those voices soon ceased as she continued speaking.

"I am also Elizabeth Michael, Princess of the Kainis Empire. I apologize for deceiving you all until now."

Her expression didn't seem particularly sorry, but that wasn't important right now.

"However, due to time constraints, I'll skip that story and get straight to the point."

At those words, everyone in the auditorium focused their attention on her.

"The Kainis Empire needs many talented individuals. The incident a week ago—you all know about it, right? If we had been just a little later, we might have lost precious talents."

She continued speaking calmly.

"Such incidents will occur more frequently in the future. Numerous battles will take place, and many people will lose their lives in them, whether we win or lose those battles."

She looked at those listening attentively and said:

"Nevertheless, we must minimize the number of sacrifices as much as possible, and only the most outstanding warriors among those soldiers can accomplish that."

Then she said:

"That's possible through you all. You, the most excellent talents in our Kainis Empire, must fulfill that role."

It might be burdensome, but it was absolutely true.

"However, it seemed that you were not yet aware of this fact. I think you know better than I do why I think so."

Many people lowered their heads at her accurate observation.

But she continued regardless:

"I ask you to put in more effort, and I'm planning to recruit more members for my party this time. Those interested can speak to Albert Veros, the vice-leader of our party. That is all."

I pondered her words again.

'Those interested can speak to Albert Veros... vice-leader?'

I wondered when I had become the vice-leader and why I had to receive party member applications, but there was nothing I could do about it right now.

As soon as her speech ended, those "interested people" she mentioned began approaching me like zombies.

'Ah, really... this isn't right...'

With no other choice, I entered the names of the people who came to me into my phone's notepad.

***

One minute passed, then two, and somehow three hours had flown by before that cursed party member recruitment finally ended.

After struggling through that chaos for three hours, she approached me.

"I'm sorry for doing this unilaterally without giving you any heads-up."
"It happens..."

Seeing me dejected, she said in a small voice:

"I'm sorry..."
"It happens... yes..."

Gritting my teeth, I asked her:

"So out of these approximately 3,000 people, how many are we selecting?"
"I don't know."
"What?"

I was genuinely surprised by her response.

Curious about this whole affair, I immediately asked her:

"How are we going to select them?"
"Um..."
"Just tell me. We're not going to have them fight me and select those who win or come close, are we?"

She asked with a genuinely surprised expression:

"How did you know?"
"Are you serious?"
"Yes."
"Why are you so confident about this?"

Incredibly, she maintained a self-assured expression and said:

"I think it's a good idea, don't you?"
"Do you think my stamina is infinite?"
"Couldn't we take breaks in between?"
"I'd have to fight 3,000 people... is this right?"

For whatever reason, she once again spoke with a triumphant expression:

"What about having the three of us—me, Albert, and Elin—team up and fight about 300 people, selecting those who survive until the time limit?"
"Do you actually intend to select anyone?"

Although 300 people might seem like a lot, with her and Elin present, it wouldn't be difficult to eliminate everyone within the time limit.

"To be honest, no. My goal is simply to motivate the students."
"Motivate them through failure?"
"Yes, to make them realize how serious their current situation is. I have no intention of selecting party members."

She looked at me and continued:

"Isn't Albert alone enough?"
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Her words made me think of a thousand different things.

'What does she mean? Is she talking about my actual abilities? Or could she possibly mean...?'

She burst into laughter when she saw my dazed expression.

I spoke to her as she laughed.

"I'm not sure how to take that."
"Both interpretations you're thinking of are correct."
"That's satisfying, but even so, are you really going to do it that way?"
"I think so, don't you?"

I thought she was playing a prank she had planned in advance, but it seemed she hadn't planned anything at all.

"Then where will we do it?"
"The survival set would work fine. Renting it for about ten days is nothing special."

The set used for Survival, the largest event held at the end of the semester, boasts an unimaginable size.

I was genuinely shocked to hear that renting this set—which takes up about half of the Imperial Academy—for ten days was "nothing special."

"You really do operate on a different scale."

The imperial family is truly different in every way.

Though I'm from a noble family myself, I realized I couldn't even compare to her.

While I was admiring her beyond-imagination financial power, someone I had forgotten about until now appeared with a challenge.

"But earlier, you said three people including Alber?"

She answered Rachel's question with her still-bright expression.

"Yes, 'three' people."

With the thought 'Is that really something to emphasize?' Rachel's existence came to mind.

"So Rachel isn't part of our party?"
"Of course not. She's just training with us, she hasn't joined the party."

Rachel looked dumbfounded when she heard this.

Yet she maintained a confident expression.

"So if I pass that test, I'll officially become a party member?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Alber, I'm signing up too."

I wrote the name "Rachel Ignite" on the notepad from earlier.

As soon as she was registered, Rachel glared at her and said:

"We'll see later. I'm definitely going to pass."

Then she naturally walked out of the auditorium.

As I watched Rachel's retreating figure that seemed to be burning with determination, I said to her:

"You're quite kind, even creating an awakening catalyst for her."

It seemed like she was trying to provide Rachel with an opportunity for awakening.

After seeing Rachel's skills last time, she probably thought that if Rachel could achieve her second awakening, she could become quite a capable mage.

In fact, Rachel's second unique skill is very suitable for dealing with large groups of enemies.

She was helping Rachel grow, but in front of me, she pretended not to know what I was talking about.

"I don't know what you mean."
"You're quite the tsundere."
"Shut up, and come to the training ground with Rachel when today's classes are over."
"Yes..."

Certain that I would be thoroughly beaten again today, just like all the previous days, I returned to the classroom.

As soon as I returned, almost all the students there surrounded me.

They began asking me about what had happened this morning.

Starting with, "Are you close with the Princess?"

And then:

"Is it true she's recruiting party members?"
"When is it happening? And how are people selected?"
"And when did you join her party?"
"Did you know Diana was the Princess?"

My head spun with all these questions.

Since I wasn't sure if I was allowed to answer them, I remained silent like a statue.

After I continued to say nothing, they eventually gave up and returned to their seats.

"That's a relief."

I returned to my seat with a sigh of relief.

When I got back, Rachel was staring at me intently.

"What's with that look?"
"Are you seriously asking?"
"I honestly didn't know anything about this."
"Are you blaming the Princess now?"
"Yes."

Rachel frowned at my rather shameless response.

But it really wasn't my fault, and there wasn't much I could tell her anyway.

"But you just need to do well and pass, right?"
"How do I pass?"
"I can't tell you that yet."

Rachel's expression darkened when she heard this.

"Really..."
"I'm sorry, but the outcome will be good."
"..."

Rachel just stared at me without saying anything.

She looked like she had something to say to me, but she wasn't saying it.

"Do you have something to say?"

When I asked, she finally began to speak slowly.

I was secretly anticipating what she might say.

"Can I come to that training session?"
"Isn't that obvious?"
"Really?"
"Yeah, let's go together after classes end."

Rachel regained her bright expression from earlier.

I still wasn't used to her emotional ups and downs.

"But what did you mean by 'the outcome will be good'?"
"Just what I said—the outcome will be good."
"I knew you wouldn't tell me."
"Then why did you ask?"

Rachel said "Just because" with a grinning expression as she prepared for the next class.

***

After classes ended, Rachel and I went to the training ground, where she was alone in training clothes, meditating.

As we approached her, she noticed us and stopped her meditation.

"You came early."
"What are we doing today?"

She smiled and answered.

"Nothing special, except that Rachel will be joining us."

Rachel, who had been watching from the side, spoke up.

"What do I need to do?"
"Team up with Alber and land even one hit on me to succeed. Simple, right?"

It sounded easy, but in reality, it was quite challenging.

Hitting her—with her overwhelming skill and defense-optimized abilities—was nearly impossible for peers of the same age.

The only consolation was that Rachel's [Flame Magic] could counter her [Ice Magic].

"Sounds so easy."

Given the significant difference in basic stats and skill ranks, it would indeed be difficult.

In fact, I had been training with her for quite some time, but I had never managed to hit her.

That fact lowered my confidence a bit.

Unlike me, Rachel, looking confident, said to me:

"Get ready."

I activated those two skills as usual.

Normally, I would have charged at her afterward, but this time I didn't.

Instead, I recalled a combat method I had been thinking about recently.

'What if I throw [Obsidian Blade] while relying on [Mage's Heart]?'

Basically, [Obsidian Blade] is activated using mana.

And it also takes mana to resummon the blade after it breaks.

This means that as long as I have mana, I can summon it unlimited times.

But in the past, I didn't have enough mana to use such a luxurious method.

However, now I had [Mage's Heart] that I received from her.

I wasn't sure if this method would work against her, but it seemed worth trying.

I changed the summoned sword into a dagger form and threw it at her.

-Clang!-

She seemed caught off guard, looking quite surprised as she created a wall in front of her to block the dagger.

This method might not work well against her, but it could inflict meaningful damage on others.

I activated [Obsidian Blade] again.

The dagger that was stuck in the wall she had created completely disappeared, and a new sword appeared in my hand.

"I honestly didn't expect that."
"It doesn't seem to work against someone like you, Princess."
"Not just me—others wouldn't fall for it either if they knew about it. But if your opponent doesn't know, it could be quite an effective weapon."

As she said this, she simultaneously created numerous spears in the air.

Those ice spears looked like they could fly at us at any moment, and that soon became reality.

The spears flew toward us in an instant.

-Whoosh!-

I was planning to dodge them, but thanks to Rachel's [Flame Magic], they all burned up, making evasion unnecessary.

So instead of dodging the spears, I charged at her.

Using [Haste], I advanced right in front of her, but a wall she created blocked my way.

But this time, I wasn't alone.

-Crackle!-

Red flames rose from that wall, and it began to melt, unable to withstand the heat.

I struck the gradually melting wall hard.

-Clang!-

Cracks began to form in the wall that normally wouldn't budge at all.

-Clang! Clang! Boom!-

I continued striking, and the wall eventually split in half.

I expected to see her through the split wall, but that was my miscalculation.

What appeared through the split wall was not her but another wall.

A wall identical to the one we had just split faced us there.

And from inside that wall, her voice could be faintly heard.

"There are exactly ten of these walls. If you break all ten within 10 minutes, I'll buy each of you any item you want."
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Rachel and I exchanged glances after hearing those words.

And I recalled what she had said earlier.

"If you break all ten of these walls within 10 minutes, I'll buy each of you any item you want."

Coming from none other than the Imperial Princess of the Kainis Empire, the promise of "any item you want" gave me the genuine belief that she would truly buy anything.

I looked at the walls she mentioned.

Though they flaunted a sturdiness that seemed impenetrable, with Rachel by my side, it was certainly possible.

And Rachel, who was like hope itself to me, said:

"I don't particularly need anything, but you seem to."

As expected, Rachel also boasted tremendous wealth, though not as much as the princess.

'Don't need anything...'

I envied the fact that she could say such things, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

Rachel raised her staff that she had lowered, and I also summoned [Black Sword], this time in the form of a massive greatsword.

Then I swung down hard on the wall with the sword, which felt considerably heavier than usual.

-Kachang!-

Of course, the wall didn't break with that single strike, but it did crack.

Naturally unsatisfied with just that, I gripped the sword tightly again.

The sword in my hand was too heavy for me to wield properly, but it could deliver tremendous power.

I put all the strength I could muster into another powerful strike against the wall.

-Hwarak! Kang!-

Before my sword made contact, Rachel's flames engulfed the wall.

And when my strike hit the burning wall...

-Jjeojeojeok! Jjinggurang!-

The wall shattered into pieces, scattering throughout the training ground.

As the first wall broke, a second wall appeared, but that was fine.

Now I was confident we could break through them, and we had plenty of leeway.

Rachel and I started with the already broken first wall and began tackling the remaining ones one by one.

It was only a matter of time before all the walls would break.

However, time itself was the real issue.

'10 minutes...'

This bet had a 10-minute time limit.

It took us 1 minute and 45 seconds to break the first wall.

The second took 1 minute and 30 seconds, and the third 1 minute and 21 seconds, gradually decreasing.

But even with the decreasing time, we were still cutting it close.

I hurried more and more to break these walls within the time limit, and Rachel, seeming to understand my urgency, matched my increasingly faster tempo.

-Kang! Kachang! Hwarak!-

Our wall-breaking speed increased, and by using all means available—Rachel's [Blue Flame], my [Reinforcement], and everything else—we managed to break 9 walls with 40 seconds to spare.

Still, it was too early to let our guard down.

Seeing the final wall before us, I immediately used [Reinforcement] and swung my strengthened sword without looking back.

-Kang! Kwajjang!-

And those attacks, aided by [Blue Flame], struck the wall even hotter and stronger.

About 30 seconds passed...

During those 30 seconds, we attacked relentlessly without rest, but the wall still hadn't broken.

'Please!...'

I desperately wished for the wall to break, and while that wish didn't reach the gods, my status window responded instead.

[Trait, Desperate Person is activating.]

The effect of Desperate Person was this:

[Provides substantial help in achieving something you (Albert Veros) desperately wish for.]

I quickly checked the status window that had just appeared.

[That strong desire makes you stronger; your strength increases by 50% for 10 seconds.]

I looked at my hands, which now felt overflowing with power unlike before.

Those hands contained a strength that was on a completely different level from usual.

The greatsword that had definitely been heavy until just now felt as light as a feather.

I discarded that light sword and activated [Black Sword] once more.

I gripped a sword so enormous that I wondered 'Can I even lift this?'—incomparably larger than the previous one.

Then I raised it high.

It was heavy, but not impossible to lift.

With all my might, I brought that sword down on the last remaining wall.

-Kwakwakwakwakwang!-

That sword, which could hardly be called a sword anymore, shattered the tenth wall into pieces.

Not only the princess and Rachel, but even I who had swung the sword couldn't help but marvel at its formidable destructive power.

With trembling hands, I looked at the princess who had finally revealed herself.

Her surprised expression with wide eyes was quite a sight to see.

As she stood there with her mouth open, I spoke to her first.

"We succeeded, right?"
"Yes... of course."

She still seemed unable to process what had just happened, and the same went for Rachel.

"What did you just do? How?"
"I don't know either, honestly."

Even I hadn't known that trait would activate in this situation.

The princess, who seemed to have finally regained her senses, said:

"I was planning to give you the rewards even if you couldn't break the last wall since I reinforced it to the maximum... but you broke it anyway..."

The feeling of achievement from breaking the strongest barrier she could create was indescribable.

While I was basking in that sense of achievement, Rachel, who had heard the princess's words, said:

"I thought it was unusually difficult to break."
"Good job, everyone. After we select all the party members, I'll take you shopping then."
"You're buying for me too?"
"Of course."
"So I can really get anything I want?"

She nodded with a smile.

Truly befitting of the Empire's top diamond spoon.

The princess was watching me as I happily contemplated what to buy.

"What is it?"
"I just thought you were truly an amazing person. I guess I do have a good eye for people."
"..."

I didn't know how to react to such high praise, and I felt my face grow hot.

She watched my reaction with a pleased expression.

"You really are weak to compliments."

It wasn't just the compliment itself, but the fact that it came from 'her.'

How could I not be happy?

"This feels really nice."
"You're so honest."

Hearing Rachel's comment, the princess said:

"He's always like this."
"You speak as if you know him very well."

The princess answered Rachel's remark with a smile:

"I think I'm starting to understand him now."

***

After her speech, the Imperial Academy underwent a small but significant change.

The students began to 'make an effort.'

Many major events had occurred until now.

The assassination attempt on the Empress, the war between Orion and Babylon Kingdom, the Eden Battle, and other significant events. Yet the students had maintained the complacent attitude that these weren't their concern.

Because of this, they didn't feel a sense of crisis despite these events, and consequently, they had forgotten their duty and neglected 'effort' while becoming too comfortable in peace.

Those large-scale events were too distant to resonate with the students.

However, her speech had reached them in a realistic way.

Her words:

'You, the most outstanding talents in our Kainis Empire, must fulfill your roles.'

These words ignited their sense of duty.

That sense of duty motivated them to apply for her party recruitment.

And from what I heard, I had played a part in this too.

Though for the somewhat unpleasant reason of 'if that guy can do it, why can't we?'

"Well, whatever works."
"What are you saying? Shut up and keep searching."

I was in the now-crowded library with Elin, researching the trait called 'Returner.'

Not only had I never seen it before, but it was also possible that I simply didn't know about it.

"But why are we doing this now?" I asked.

Elin replied seriously:

"We have to do that thing soon, you know."
"Ah~"

That 'thing' was obviously the survival test to select new party members.

But I was curious about why Elin suddenly became interested in the 'Returner' trait.

"Why are you suddenly looking into this?"
"Don't ask."

Despite her rude response, I persisted:

"Why?"
"By the way, when did you return to this time?"
"Right before death."
"Right before death?"
"Yeah."

Elin heard this and went back to reading her book intently.

"So why are you asking?"
"There are skills that activate right before death, and traits too."

I decided to give up on getting a proper answer given Elin's persistent attitude.

"Like what?"
"[Water Ghost], 'One Who Overcame Death', [Desperate Resistance], things like that."
"Isn't [Water Ghost] completely irrelevant?"
"True, but what was your skill called?"
"[???]"

Elin asked me back:

"Question marks?"
"Yeah, I don't know if the name was hidden, or if I couldn't see it, or if the name actually is '???'. But wouldn't there just be a skill called return? The trait name is 'Returner' after all."

Elin was checking if there was a [Return] skill or trait in those books.

"You search too."

Elin threw a few books at me.

I had no choice but to open those books and search diligently.

Looking through them, I saw all kinds of skills and traits.

I had thought I knew quite a lot about skills and traits, but I realized that was just arrogance.

And in the process, I discovered that my current trait, 'Desperate Person,' wasn't mentioned in any of the books.
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"Do you know about the 'Desperate Person' trait?"
"What's that?"
"My trait."

It's a valuable trait that helped me tremendously in yesterday's bet with her.

But it seemed Elin didn't know about this trait either.

"You don't know?"
"No, what does it do?"
"It helps me achieve something I desperately want."

Elin's expression turned to surprise as she spoke.

"Then isn't that why?"
"What do you mean?"
"Didn't you get that skill because you desperately wanted to change the future?"
"That's the only possibility."
"It's a trait unique to you, not in any books, right?"
"Yeah."

Unlike skills, traits could be acquired based on each person's "story," so having a unique trait was quite common.

Of course, there were also popular traits like "Loser."

"When did you get it? That trait?"

I looked at her working at the counter and said:

"When she passed away, and the same goes for that skill."
"Then it's definitely because of that."
"But I already knew that?"
"Shut up."

Elin seemed a bit embarrassed and changed the subject.

"So who are you going to use that skill-stealing on?"
"I'm still thinking about it."

Elin looked like she was secretly hoping for something.

I found her expression a bit annoying, so I spoke honestly.

"It's definitely not going to be you, okay? What are you expecting?"
"I knew that. So who are you thinking of using it on?"
"The Knight Commanders, the Heroes, and perhaps His Imperial Majesty?"

When Elin heard the word "Hero," her eyes widened as she spoke.

"Heroes? You don't mean...?"

Heroes possess a skill called [Hero's Mark] thanks to the "Hero" trait they're born with.

That skill allows them to summon spirit weapons, which are the trademark of heroes.

Spirit weapons, also called divine items, boast performance on a completely different level compared to other items.

Of course, the "Hero" trait itself is incredibly rare.

Even in the Kainis Empire with its population of 200 million, there are only 3 people with this trait.

However, the problem is...

"It's random, isn't it? Will it work?"
"I believe in my luck."
"As if."

As Elin said, the probability is too low.

But I think it's a worthwhile gamble since heroes likely have many other excellent skills.

"It's a lottery with no blanks."
"Do whatever you want, and prepare well for next week."

With those final words, Elin left the library.

As soon as she left, I immediately went to the counter where she had been.

I sat down in the seat next to hers, and she, who had been watching me, asked:

"What were you doing up there?"
"It's a secret."
"Will you tell me someday?"

I replied in a rather serious tone:

"Yes, I'll tell you someday."

Someday I'll have to tell her the truth.

Why I made that expression when we first met, why I came to like her, and what she meant to me.

She seemed surprised by my sudden seriousness.

"I'll be waiting. Seems like there's quite a profound reason."
"You always trust me like this. Thank you."
"A ruler shouldn't doubt their subordinates. And from the start, it's better not to use someone you have doubts about."
"'Don't use those you doubt, and don't doubt those you use'?"

I thought about the meaning of that phrase in my mind.

'Don't employ someone you doubt, and once you decide to employ someone, don't doubt them.'

It was a statement that clearly showed she had the makings of an emperor.

"Yes, something like that."
"What if I betray you?"
"Could you?"

I burst into laughter at her words.

"No, that would be impossible."

Betraying her... it was certainly something I couldn't even imagine.

She silently smiled without saying anything.

Meanwhile, Rachel, who had appeared beside us at some point, asked:

"Excuse me? Aren't you working?"
"There's no one here."
"Even so, you shouldn't be flirting at the counter."

When she heard the word "flirting," she blushed and denied it.

"N-no, this isn't flirting, it's more like... checking a subject's loyalty?"
"Sure, if you say so. So when are you two going to start dating?"

I quietly laughed as I watched her face grow increasingly red.

She urgently called out to me.

"Don't just sit there laughing, say something!"
"Maybe within a year? That's what I think, at least."
"No!"
"Please keep it down, this is a library."

***

The remaining week passed faster than expected, and finally, the time came.

"Are you sure about this?"
"About what?"
"We're 300 against 3, can we even win?"

Contrary to Elin's concerns, we would overwhelmingly win.

"With Elizabeth Michaela here, how could we lose?"
"Don't use my full name."
"Yes, ma'am."

This time, some skilled friends wouldn't be participating, and some less skilled ones would be joining.

Of course, that doesn't mean they should be underestimated.

"We'll win, just fight without worrying. Our party leader will take care of everything."

That reliable party leader said:

"Albert, you know the elimination conditions for the survival set, right?"
"Of course I do. Elimination occurs when life force drops below 10%, when someone surrenders, and eliminated participants are immediately teleported outside the set."

Hearing my words, Elin said:

"And inside the set, life force won't drop below 10% no matter what, so don't hold back—cut them all down."
"That's pretty brutal."
"That's how it has to be."
"I know."

Though I'd never done it before, I understood these things.

Confirming kills is basic on the battlefield.

Meanwhile, she, who had been constantly checking her phone, spoke to the first participants waiting at the entrance:

"Please enter now. You have 30 minutes."

Hearing this, people rushed into the set.

Elin asked her:

"Do we just wait for 30 minutes?"
"Yes."

Upon hearing this, Elin immediately took out her phone.

She seemed to dislike just waiting and wanted to do something on her phone.

I also took out my phone like Elin.

Reading recent articles, the 30 minutes passed very quickly, and finally it was our turn.

She announced the news to the people inside the set through speakers placed throughout.

"Let's go."

We finally entered the set.

The set resembled a jungle, and entering it felt like stepping into another world.

"The time limit is 1 hour and 30 minutes, so we have plenty of time. I'll go alone, and you two stay together to eliminate as many people as possible."

Though we both showed clear signs of dislike, we had no choice but to follow her instructions.

After parting with her, Elin said to me:

"Do well."
"Over there."

When I pointed to a small thicket with my finger, Elin immediately raised her staff.

-Zzzap!-

Those hit by Elin's magic tried to flee in a hurry, but their speed was far too slow.

-Slash!-

Using [Swift], I caught up to them and swung my sword, resulting in their elimination and teleportation outside the set.

I spoke to Elin, who was walking slowly toward me:

"Try to do that from now on. Unique skills drain too much mana."
"Got it. Let's hurry."

Elin and I hurried to eliminate the remaining participants.

***

At the same time.

In another area, something quite brutal was happening.

Even those who thought they were well-hidden couldn't escape her notice.

She found hidden participants with uncanny precision and eliminated them.

Someone about to be eliminated asked her as she approached slowly:

"How did you know I was here?!"

She pointed to the frozen ground and said:

"This is my home ground. It's going to hurt quite a bit. Be careful."

With those words, ice spears hovering in the air pierced through his body.

He screamed and was teleported outside the set.

His friends trembled as they witnessed this.

"What is that..."
"Why did she have to come this way..."

Some despaired like this.

"I surrender! I surrender!"
"I surrender too..."

While others gave up.

She spoke to them:

"How about trying to fight?"

But her words didn't reach them, and they either surrendered or tried to flee.

She sighed at the current situation.

"Do you think you can escape?"

She used [Ice Magic] toward those who were fleeing.

Watching the scene of numerous people being eliminated, she felt a bitter emotion.

'Everyone's giving up even on a fight like this.'

The condition she values most in party members isn't current skill.

It's "courage."

The courage to charge at an opponent even knowing you'll lose.

The courage to stand proudly before the enemy for your country.

But they lacked that.

Far from fighting, they were busy running away or quick to surrender.

She asked herself about her party members, who must be working hard right now:

'Was I expecting too much?'

And she recalled her memories with those party members.
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In the training grounds, Riel spoke to her as she sliced through the air with her ice sword.

"We're already third-years now. Time really flies."

She too seemed surprised by the fact that, like Riel, she had already become a third-year in middle school.

"It certainly does."
"Don't you think some of the new students are quite promising?"
"Indeed."

Among them, she felt that the friend named Aelin was definitely someone who would achieve greatness.

"Eh? Who are you talking about!?"

Riel seemed to be misunderstanding something, but since it wasn't particularly important, she let it slide.

While Riel was lost in all sorts of fantasies...

-Creeak!-

That new student she had been thinking about entered the training grounds.

The blonde girl bowed deeply to her at a 90-degree angle.

"Hello, you're Senior Diana, right?"
"Yes, what can I do for you?"

Aelin skipped unnecessary talk and got straight to the point.

"Please spar with me."

She accepted the proposal and sparred with Aelin.

Though there was quite a skill gap between them, Aelin didn't give up until she was on the verge of collapse.

As a result, she sustained injuries for the first time in a match against a peer.

That fact, and Aelin herself, gave her a fresh shock.

She viewed that shock positively and wanted to continue her relationship with Aelin.

Both as Diana attending the academy and as the Imperial Princess.

And that feeling was expressed in a single sentence.

"Would you like to join my party?"

Thus, Aelin joined her party, which also influenced his recruitment into the party.

When she first applied to Albert's party, it was partly because she was curious about him, but Aelin's influence played a role too.

Even before she met Albert, Aelin had told her what kind of person he was.

Someone unnecessarily knowledgeable who didn't think about himself but worried a lot about others.

The day before the exam, she heard that he had requested a duel with Aelin.

And after watching his first match, she had a thought.

'What kind of person is he?'

He didn't reveal any of his cards and achieved victory with just the basics.

Against an opponent with higher stats than himself, no less.

That fact shocked her even more than Aelin had.

She wondered who this person was to possess such skills and how far he could grow.

Of course, if that was all, she wouldn't have brought him into her party.

But her thoughts changed when she saw him burst into tears looking at her.

She was intensely curious about why he shed such genuine tears.

So she proposed that he join her party.

In the end, though, she never heard the reason.

However, she came to know deep in her bones that he wasn't someone to be doubted, but rather someone on her side.

'Really... what an unusual pair of siblings.'

***

"How do they all manage to escape together like a single body without a single one lagging behind?"

As I voiced my complaints about this fact, Aelin chimed in from beside me.

"How could they possibly approach you when you look like that?"

Even though I had activated both [Mortal's End] and [Obsidian Blade], I couldn't help but think, 'Isn't this a bit excessive?'

"But your intimidation factor has really increased."
"If you keep getting hit by this, you'll develop a defense skill."
"That's... great news..."

We chatted as we searched for the remaining participants.

We had already eliminated nearly a hundred people, and it hadn't even been an hour.

'If we're doing this much, she must be doing even more.'

She would be doing more, not less.

Plus, her skills were quite notorious, so people would be even more terrified of her than of us.

"I don't see anyone. Let's go join up."

As we were about to head in the direction she had indicated...

-Bang!-

A bullet flew directly toward my head.

I deflected the bullet with my sword and looked in the direction it had come from.

It was faint, but I could see it.

'A sniper rifle.'

And I could still see Ive watching us from atop a large tree.

"Hey, are you okay?"
"You stay here."

I ran at full speed toward where Ive was.

With liberal use of [Swift], the distance that had seemed far was closed in an instant.

Of course, Ive wasn't just sitting there watching.

-Bang! Ta-tang! Bang!-

Ive demonstrated remarkable marksmanship, accurately aiming at me as I moved.

However, those attacks didn't work on me, and I advanced while deflecting the incoming bullets head-on.

As a result, I quickly reached the tree she had climbed.

'I can't climb up.'

But that wasn't really a problem.

I summoned a massive greatsword, just like before.

With it, I struck the tree where Ive was perched with tremendous force.

-Crash!!!-

The tree shook violently, and Ive lost her balance and fell.

'Uh... should I catch her?'

It wouldn't matter if I didn't, but I thought it would be better if I did.

So I caught her as she fell from the tree.

"Your posture is a bit off."

Ive, now in what's commonly called a princess carry, stared at me blankly with a reddened face.

I wanted to end this incredibly awkward situation quickly.

"Shall I put you down?"

Ive still said nothing, and I was about to set her down on the ground.

However, a familiar voice from in front of me made my body freeze.

"What are you doing?"

That cold voice that made even my body freeze—I hurriedly put Ive down and said:

"It's a misunderstanding."
"What kind?"
"This friend was originally up in the tree, you see?"
"And?"

Her sudden informal speech made me both slightly happy and nervous.

"I hit the tree hard, and she fell."
"So you caught her?"
"Yes, that's what happened..."
"It doesn't seem like you're lying. I'll believe you."

I felt a twinge of disappointment at her return to formal speech as I bowed at a 90-degree angle.

"Thank you."
"For what?"
"Thank you."

She smiled as if finding it absurd and looked at Ive.

"Why do you keep staring like that?"

Ive had been staring intently at me the whole time.

And still with a flushed face.

'Was she always like this?'

She didn't seem like someone who was this shy, but maybe that was just my impression.

'Did she change with age?'

While I was pondering this question, she spoke to Ive.

"Congratulations on passing the first round."

Hearing those words, Ive finally seemed to come to her senses.

I asked her:

"First round? Is there a second round?"
"There might be."
"What does that mean?"
"It's a secret."

Then she asked me:

"How many did you catch?"
"95, not counting her."
"Then the numbers match perfectly. Only one person passed the first time."

It seemed she had taken out 204 people by herself.

That was certainly an overwhelming achievement.

The fact that detection was possible in the area where [Ruthless Cold] was activated seemed to have played a significant role.

"Let's end today's survival test here."

Only after hearing those words did I deactivate my unique skills.

Suddenly, all the accumulated fatigue hit me at once.

We quickly left the set.

"We're doing this for ten days?"

She answered cheerfully:

"Yes."
"Really? Continuously except for weekends?"

She still answered cheerfully:

"Yes."
"Haa... haa..."
"Let's do our best."

I reluctantly nodded.

She asked Ive, who was standing there blankly:

"May I ask your name?"
"Ive, it's Ive."
"Ive, we probably won't hold a second test, so you can consider yourself almost accepted."
"Thank you."

With those final words, Ive left.

Watching her retreating figure, I asked Aelin:

"Was she always like that?"
"I don't know, we're not close."

I was somewhat taken aback by how different her personality was from what I remembered.

***

'What's up with her?'

I looked at the person who had been staring in this direction for a while.

When I looked back, Ive immediately turned her head to look elsewhere.

Watching this, Chris spoke in a somewhat serious voice:

"What's this? Are you really planning to build a harem?"
"No, I'm not!"
"Then what's that about? Did something happen?"
"I don't know either."
"Trying to dodge the question makes it even more suspicious, you know?"

I didn't want to continue this useless conversation, so I quickly changed the subject.

"By the way, aren't you preparing?"
"Preparing? Oh, for the survival test?"

I nodded.

"I don't think preparation will turn a fail into a pass."
"You seem pretty confident for someone saying that."
"Do I? But did anyone pass the first survival test?"
"Yes."
"How many?"

It was a somewhat unexpected question.

"One person."
"Really? That's good."
"Aren't you going to ask who it is?"
"Would you tell me if I asked?"
"No, I wouldn't."
"Then what's the point?"

I asked Raicle, who was expressionlessly staring at Gloria:

"Why didn't you participate?"
"Who knows."

He was still just staring at Gloria, and we sighed at his unwavering behavior.

"So when are you going to confess?"
"Yeah, I wish he'd hurry up and do it."
"Seriously."

As Chris and I teased him, Raicle looked at us with a fierce gaze like a wolf that had spotted its prey.

Chris scratched his head and avoided that gaze, while I stood up and said:

"I'm going to today's survival test."
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Unlike the first survival test, no one had passed through the fifth round.

"Only 1 out of 1500 will pass..."

It sounded like an extremely difficult challenge, but in reality, it wasn't like that at all.

The truth was that simply charging forward would have been enough to pass—it was actually quite easy—but they didn't know that.

Even the second and third-year students entered the set confidently at first, but once they saw me with my activated skills, they just cowered and ran away.

Of course, her side was even worse.

"I know they pass if they survive until time runs out, but aren't they running away too much?"
"You would've done the same if you were taking the test."
"What? If it were me, I would've charged right in."

Elin said confidently.

Considering her personality, she probably would have done exactly that.

"As if you would."
"No! I really would! Right, Princess?"

Hearing this, she nodded and replied.

"Elin would definitely do that, and so would Albert."
"See? Told you."

As Elin was loudly boasting, Riel appeared from somewhere and handed us a paper with students' names on it.

"There are some skilled ones in the sixth round."

We examined the paper carefully.

There were quite a few familiar names on it.

'Chris, Briton, Reina.'

Many of the talented first-year students were listed.

And then.

'He's here too.'

Leo Michael.

Surprisingly, his name was also written on that paper.

And just like me, she was looking at that name too.

With quite an interested expression.

***

One thing changed as we conducted the survival test.

Instead of splitting up into groups of two and one, we now moved together.

When we split up before, we had too much time left, and considering the criteria for selecting party members, this approach worked better.

So now we were walking around the set together, looking for our prey.

"They seem to be gathered in one place."

She expanded the range of [Ruthless Cold] as much as possible.

However, it seemed no one was within that range.

"Let's check some other places."

So we wandered around different parts of the set.

"Over there."

Suddenly, she pointed at a cave located some distance away, as if she had detected something.

We entered the cave carefully and finally found where people were gathered.

"It seems quite deep."

We went deeper into the cave.

After going some distance, we could faintly hear people talking.

We hurried deeper into the cave and eventually reached the entrance to a space where people were gathered.

"Let's observe from here."

Following her instructions, we hid near the entrance and watched them.

About 140 people out of the 149 survivors were gathered there, having a strategy meeting.

The 140 seemed to be divided into two equal groups, with two third-year students appearing to represent each side and sharing their thoughts.

"Let's hold out here until time runs out. We can't win anyway."

One side suggested stalling for time.

"We have 148 people combined. You think we'd lose 148 against 3?"

The other side seemed to want to fight.

The two representatives glared at each other, growling.

"Of course we'd lose! Haven't you seen them fight? Especially that princess—she's a real monster! People like us can't win against them!"

Hearing this, she clenched her fist beside me.

"We won't know until we try. Don't you know numbers can overcome anything?"
"That only works to a certain extent. It doesn't apply against monsters like them. It's not just the princess who's strong—those siblings are too powerful for us to handle!"

It was true that my skills had improved considerably from training with her recently, but they seemed to be overestimating me.

Besides, I wasn't the type who had an advantage in one-versus-many situations unless there was a huge skill gap.

"Anyway, we're staying put. If you want to go fight, go ahead."

As one stubbornly insisted, the other looked at him with contempt.

Then a moment of silence fell.

When no one said or did anything, she spoke beside me in a voice only we could hear, clearly frustrated.

"Shall we go now?"
"Now?"
"Yes, the timing seems good."

Elin and I exchanged glances and nodded.

She stood up and said:

"Turn that on."

She strongly activated [Ruthless Cold], and I also activated [Mortal's End] as she instructed.

The people there were quite startled by our sudden appearance.

"How did they find us?!"
"The monsters are here!"
"Run! Run away!"

Some seemed frozen in place, unable to move, while others were frantically trying to escape.

"Let's begin."

As she said this, she fired [Ice Magic] at those fleeing, and we also started eliminating people in our own ways.

Those who had originally argued against fighting were still busy running away, and even most of those who had wanted to fight were now just standing there getting eliminated without taking any action.

However, there were some who were different.

Four people stood proudly before us, not running away like the others.

'All familiar faces.'

Chris, Reina, Briton, and Leo.

Those four stood confidently before us, each holding their weapons.

She looked at them and said:

"There are quite a few this time, including some unexpected ones. I'm looking forward to this."

As she raised her staff, they appeared quite tense.

However, among them, only Leo stood before us with a confident expression, not intimidated by her.

He pointed at Elin and said:

"You, come with me."
"What?"
"Let's have a fair one-on-one fight."
"Why me?"

Elin was quite bewildered by his words.

Of course, so were the princess and I.

"Stop talking and follow me. Are you scared?"

Those words struck Elin's pride.

"What did you just say?"
"I asked if you're scared."

It was childish of him to challenge a younger girl to a one-on-one and ask if she was scared, but Elin falling for such provocation was equally childish.

"Scared? Me? Fine, let's do it. Follow me."

Elin and Leo went outside the cave simultaneously as if they had planned it, while we just stared blankly at them.

She asked me, looking confused about her sister's strange behavior.

"Were they always this close?"
"I don't know either."

I wanted to ask Elin about it too.

It seemed like something had happened between them without my knowledge.

'Come to think of it, they've always been like this...'

They always seemed like they couldn't stand each other whenever they met.

Anyway, I put that aside for now and focused on the survival test.

She seemed to realize this too and asked the remaining three with a serious expression:

"So what would you like to do now? I'm fine with whatever you choose."

It was quite an arrogant statement, but she had the skills to back it up.

If she wanted, she could eliminate all three of them at once right now, but instead, she gave them a choice.

Reina and Briton remained silent while Chris spoke alone.

"Honestly, even if the three of us fought against Albert, we'd probably lose. Would you mind just watching this time, Princess?"

She answered without a moment's hesitation:

"Let's do that then. If the three of you win, all three pass. How does that sound?"

Chris smiled and replied:

"We'd be grateful for that."
"You seem to have lost a lot of confidence, unlike the beginning of the semester."
"What's changed isn't my confidence, but your skill."

I summoned a purple sword using [Obsidian Blade].

"Let's begin."

Gripping the sword tightly, I immediately used [Swift] to approach them.

***

After leaving the cave, Elin and Leo...

Glared at each other for a long time.

Leo was the first to break the silence.

"Have you improved at all?"
"Of course I have, unlike you who's always standing still."
"I'll make sure you never say that again."

The two blond figures, similar in appearance, pointed their weapons at each other.

One held a small staff, the other a large spear.

Both weapons were gleaming, but Leo's spear shone even brighter.

"You're definitely using something expensive."
"So what?"

Anyone could tell that his weapon was far superior to Elin's in performance, and in reality, there was indeed a difference in their weapons' capabilities.

Yet he wasn't being complacent, relying solely on his weapon.

The two were engaged in an intense battle of wills, watching each other carefully.

And then...

-Crackle!-

The one who broke the tension and made the first move was Elin.
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Leo Michael.

Ever since he was young, he had always envied others.

At first, it was his parents.

Leo admired and envied them, who seemed as vast as the sky.

He wanted to become as strong as his father and as gentle as his mother.

But he couldn't.

He was neither as strong as his father nor as kind as his mother.

He couldn't even properly hunt a single monster, which became a significant complex for him.

Before Leo, there was always someone who was so close to him yet so different.

'Elizabeth Michael.'

She was his half-sister.

Unlike him, she was incredibly strong and also kind.

Many people were amazed by her overwhelming abilities and admired her excellent character.

Up to that point, it didn't matter much.

Even if he was inferior to her, he still had above-average skills.

He thought of his sister as an exceptional person and focused on himself.

Of course, he couldn't completely ignore her, but until then, Leo only paid "moderate" attention to her.

And that moderate attention brought him a good result in the form of motivation.

'If I work hard, I can become like my sister, right?'

That's what he thought.

However, when he and she, who had grown like flowers in a greenhouse, stepped out into the world, things changed.

The world was full of geniuses more skilled than him.

But even those people couldn't match her.

While he became just a mediocre person upon entering the world, she firmly maintained her position at the top.

That fact alone was hard enough for him, but there was something even more difficult.

It was that others began comparing him to her.

The imperial family, his friends, and even people online did so.

"The princess is truly on another level, but the prince is quite lacking, especially the second prince."
"I heard the second prince is the least skilled among the princes?"
"Is he really the emperor's son?"

Such words planted an ugly inferiority complex in him.

That inferiority complex made him constantly compare himself to her, and it was enough to turn his admiration for her into jealousy.

Perhaps it was from then on that he began to think:

'No matter how hard I try, I can't catch up.'

That thought eroded his passion and made him lethargic.

So he stopped trying, lamenting his situation as he grew older.

At the age of 14, he entered the Imperial Academy.

Since he had some background, admission itself wasn't difficult, and he was lucky enough to get into Class A.

And at that academy, he met a girl named Aelin.

Aelin was just the child of a baronial family and younger than him, but she had better skills than Leo, the emperor's son, and was also kind.

He disliked Aelin, who, like his sister, always ranked first.

Of course, there wasn't much connection between them.

Even though they were in the same Class A, they were different ages to begin with.

However, there was one incident that would connect the two.

***

After class, Leo came to the training ground for the first time in a while.

He missed the training he used to do and also felt self-loathing about his current low training volume.

So he was swinging his weapon at the training ground after a long time.

-Crackle!-

Every time his spear cut through the air, strong sparks occurred.

He continued swinging his spear into the air, losing track of time, while Aelin, who was already at the training ground, kept watching the scene.

After observing him intently for a while, Aelin approached him when he was resting from exhaustion.

"Hello."
"Oh... hi."

He seemed quite surprised to find that there was someone else at the training ground besides himself.

"[Lightning Salvation] with [Electric Magic]? You use it really well."
"Really? Thanks..."

He was a bit pleased to hear such words from Aelin, who always maintained first place with just one electric-type skill.

However, that feeling completely disappeared with Aelin's next words.

"But it's better to use only half of your mana circuit for [Electric Magic], and you're using too much mana, which makes it inefficient and tires you quickly."

Aelin shared useful information she knew with him.

However, Leo frowned upon hearing those words.

He had always disliked it when someone tried to teach him.

That's why he usually improved his skills solely by his own efforts, without anyone's help.

"Don't worry about it. I'll handle it myself."

When he spoke in an aggressive tone, Aelin was taken aback.

Still, since it was their first meeting and there was quite a difference in status, she responded kindly for now.

"I still think it would be good for you to try it once."

They say kind words beget kind words, but that's not always the case, and the response Aelin received couldn't be called kind even as a formality.

"Shut up. I said I'll handle it myself."

Hearing this, Aelin responded with disbelief.

"Did you just tell me to shut up?"
"Yeah, I told you to shut up. You're being noisy with your chattering."
"I was just giving you advice. Advice."

Leo responded irritably.

"I don't need that kind of advice, okay?"
"You're saying you don't need it without even trying?"

He wore an expression full of discontent as he spoke.

"Do I need to try it to know? Anyone can see it's useless."

It might actually be effective if he tried it, but that wasn't important right now.

Right now, protecting his thin pride came first.

"Then would you like to spar with me? Then you'll know whether it's useful or not."
"Why should I do that?"

Hearing this, Aelin smiled and said:

"Are you perhaps scared?"
"What did you say?"
"I'm asking if you're backing out because you're scared to face someone a year younger than you."

He accepted the challenge to protect what little pride he had left.

"Fine, let's spar. If I win, you shut up and get out of here."
"If I win, kneel down and apologize right here."

Aelin continued with a confident expression.

"And if I win, I'll speak informally to you from now on."

His bad relationship with Aelin began with that duel.

***

-Crackle!-

Aelin struck first, but Leo blocked the attack with his spear imbued with [Lightning Salvation].

"Oh, not bad? You're quite different from before."
"Shut up."

He considered it a matter of wounded pride, but that duel had a positive influence on Leo.

After being soundly defeated in that duel, Leo honed his skills to get revenge on Aelin, and as a result, he achieved the feat of maintaining Class A status until high school.

"This time, I'll win."

He had worked hard to surpass Aelin and was unconsciously thinking of her as his rival.

He swung his spear toward his rival.

-Whoosh!-

Aelin avoided the attack using [Leap] and simultaneously used her unique skill against him.

-Crackle!!-

Aelin's unique skill, [A Streak of Brilliant Light], engulfed him at a terrifying speed.

He hurried to avoid the light, but his agility wasn't high enough to dodge that attack.

Still, thanks to moving his body as much as possible, he didn't take a direct hit, but he still suffered enormous damage.

"Ugh..."

After taking that attack, he sat on the ground, breathing heavily.

Aelin asked him:

"Does it hurt?"
"Shut up..."
"I told you, you're no match for me."

In fact, at the academy, except for special cases like Albert, no one had agility high enough to see and dodge Aelin's skill.

However, regardless of that fact, he was simply angry at the fact that he was weaker than Aelin.

"Still can't beat you..."
"But you're definitely much better than before."

Leo felt mixed emotions upon hearing those words.

His pride was hurt, but he didn't feel bad overall.

"By the way, are you really going to join our party?"
"What? I passed?"

When Aelin nodded at those words, Leo asked with an incredulous expression.

"Why? What's the passing criteria?"
"Just being willing to fight is enough to pass."
"Wouldn't that mean too many people would pass?"

Aelin shook her head and said:

"Including you four, there have only been five so far."
"That's ridiculous."
"But honestly, it makes sense."

Leo wore a somewhat arrogant expression as he spoke.

"What makes sense? Those guys probably just ran away like cowards and failed."
"You only fought me one-on-one; if you had to fight the princess, you would have run away without looking back."

That statement touched Leo's pride, but it wasn't wrong, so he didn't deny it.

Aelin asked Leo, who was wearing a disgruntled expression without saying anything:

"So, are you going to join? Or not?"
"I'm not joining. Do you think I'd join such a third-rate party?"
"Third-rate party!?"

Aelin and Leo began another meaningless argument.
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-BANG!-

The thunderous collision of my greatsword and Briton's shield instinctively made everyone present cover their ears.

Briton seemed quite flustered, and I seized that opportunity to continue my assault.

-BANG! CRASH! CRASH!-

As Briton struggled against my fierce attacks, Chris and Reina simultaneously approached me.

Chris threatened me with his fists, while Reina brandished her sword.

-THUD! CLANG!-

I blocked Chris's punch with one hand while parrying Reina's sword with my other hand that held my weapon.

"Chris is definitely stronger."

Chris's attack was slightly more powerful since [Mortal's End] intimidation didn't work on him.

When Chris tried to attack me with his remaining free hand, I first swung my sword at Reina.

-CLANG!-

Reina managed to block the attack but was pushed back considerably.

As Reina was forced away, I ignored the fist rapidly approaching me and kicked Chris's abdomen with all my might.

Given his notably low defense, it would be quite an effective attack.

"Ugh...!"

Unable to withstand the impact, he was sent flying.

And with that ridiculous "Ugh...!" sound, no less.

While those two couldn't protect Briton, I charged at him again.

"What kind of tank hides behind his teammates?"

I raised my greatsword and struck his shield with all the strength I could muster.

Briton tried to block my attack using his unique skill [Invincible Rampart].

However, the current situation was overwhelmingly in my favor.

With his stats reduced due to intimidation, Briton couldn't withstand my strength, which had been enhanced by [Mortal's End] and [Absolute Loyalty].

-BANG!!!-

My sword, emanating a ferocious aura, shattered Briton's [Invincible Rampart] and threatened the shield he was hiding behind.

Thanks to Briton's high defense, the shield wasn't completely destroyed, but a large crack formed where my sword had made contact.

Briton appeared quite shocked by what had just happened, and Reina, who was in the best condition among the three, approached me and swung her sword.

-CLANG!-

However, Reina's still-developing swordsmanship was no match for me.

When I forcefully struck her sword, it flew out of her hands, leaving her momentarily disarmed.

I pointed my sword at the bewildered Reina's neck and said:

"You still have a long way to go."

Compared to the Reina I remembered from before, she was still far behind, but not bad.

The difference in our stats was too great, but looking solely at her swordsmanship, it was actually quite good.

However, she herself must be well aware of her inexperience.

"Let's end it here. Good work, everyone."

As soon as I heard her declaration ending the match, I approached Chris.

Chris was nursing the spot where I had kicked him.

"Does it hurt?"
"Hurts like hell... Did you have to kick so hard? My defense is already pathetically low..."
"Sorry about that. Drink this."

I tossed Chris the healing potion that she had given me before the survival test began.

Chris hastily drank the potion I threw him.

Allin, who had returned at some point, approached me and said:

"Looks like you won."
"What about you?"
"Did you think I'd lose?"

Allin shrugged with a confident expression.

Seeing no injuries on her, it seemed she had won by a significant margin.

Indeed, apart from Her Majesty and myself, it felt like Allin had no real competition.

'I wonder if Raycle could evade her?'

As I was thinking about him who hadn't participated in the survival test, Allin shared some news with her.

"That guy isn't joining our party."

It was something I had somewhat anticipated, but hearing it now made it feel more real.

Leo had participated in this survival test not to join our party but to have a chance to fight Allin.

Neither she nor I was surprised since we had both expected this.

It would have been stranger if he had joined the party, after all.

"As expected."

Hearing her calm voice, Chris looked at us and asked:

"So what happens to us?"
"For now, Chris and Reina, you both pass."

Chris and Reina were briefly happy but then looked at the one whose name hadn't been called yet.

Reina, looking at Briton, asked her about the one whose name hadn't been mentioned:

"What about Briton?"
"He hasn't passed yet."

Hearing this, Briton nodded as if accepting the result.

Compared to the other two, Briton had shown a much more passive approach.

While the other two had at least attempted to counterattack, Briton had only focused on defense from start to finish.

Even considering his role as a shield-bearing tank, one couldn't help but think, 'Isn't he too passive?'

Despite showing many shortcomings, she didn't immediately disqualify Briton.

I asked her:

"Not yet?"

Briton, hearing the word "yet," looked at her with a puzzled expression.

Seeing his reaction, she made a proposal to Briton:

"If you can land even one hit on me in a duel, I'll let you join our party. However, if you can't..."

She continued in a calm tone:

"You're out. What do you say?"

Briton's expression darkened again upon hearing her proposal.

The proposal was probably designed so that Briton would pass just by accepting it, but Briton didn't know that.

In the end, Briton said in a gloomy tone:

"I'll forfeit..."
"That's a shame. Then the only ones who pass this survival test are Chris and Reina. Congratulations."

Hearing her concluding remarks, Chris and Reina breathed sighs of relief and left the set.

We then disqualified all the survivors who had fled earlier and followed them out of the set.

Today, too, she offered warm words to us who had successfully completed the survival test:

"Good work today."

Allin responded with the brightest voice I had ever heard from her:

"You too, unni!"

I wasn't sure when, but Allin had changed her form of address for her to "unni" (older sister).

I was quite envious but tried not to show it.

I was maintaining a poker face with gritted teeth, but somehow she seemed to understand my inner feelings.

"Albert, you can call me noona too."
"I'm fine."

While I envied the familiar term of address, I didn't particularly want to call her "noona" (older sister).

To be honest, rather than changing the form of address, I wanted to speak informally to her or have her speak informally to me, but that seemed very difficult.

"The form of address will change soon anyway."

She asked me shyly:

"When will that be...?"
"Before you graduate, I suppose."

She and I stared blankly at each other, while Allin chuckled incredulously beside us.

***

In the library, which was quite crowded on the weekend.

Allin looked at the list of participants for the tenth and final survival test tomorrow and said:

"Wow... this is the last one."

She and I were also looking at the list, and like last time, our gazes were directed towards one particular name.

'I've waited a long time for this.'

I thought of the princess of the Orion Kingdom, who was probably somewhere diligently honing her skills even now.

Since the day Rachel told me she would participate in the survival test, she had shown an incredible amount of practice.

After the academy ended, she would either train in the training grounds or clear dungeons, and occasionally challenge me to duels.

I won each time, but I could feel Rachel's skills improving day by day.

'I hope she hasn't pushed herself too hard.'

Considering Rachel's personality.

It was obvious that she was giving it her all, using every ounce of strength she had.

She was the type of person who would endure any pain to achieve what she wanted.

She also knew this well.

"She's probably working hard alone right now."

She had intended to include Rachel in the party from the beginning and was even planning to trigger Rachel's second awakening through tomorrow's survival test.

'I hope it goes well.'

As I was silently praying for things to go smoothly, she said to me:

"I'll handle Rachel."
"That would be best."

Pushing an opponent to the edge to draw out their maximum potential was her specialty.

And it was practically impossible for Allin and me to do such a thing with our abilities.

I could push an opponent, but that was all, and Allin couldn't even do that.

Among us, only she could do it.

"But wasn't Rachel unni already part of our party?"

I looked at her and answered Allin's question:

"She is, but a certain kind-hearted person wants to help her achieve her second awakening."
"Who might that be?"

She was pretending not to know, gritting her teeth.

"There's this very beautiful and kind-hearted person, who also happens to be someone I like."
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"Is that so?..."

I stood up, leaving her to her embarrassment.

As I was putting the book I had been reading back on the shelf and preparing to leave, she asked me.

"Where are you going?"
"Just going to get some fresh air."

With those words, I left the library.

I took out my phone and checked the time.

'7:32...'

By now, Rachel would have returned to the dormitory to prepare for tomorrow's classes at the Academy.

'She's probably at the training ground?'

With firm belief that Rachel would be training diligently today as well, I headed to the training ground.

As I approached the training ground, I could feel the surrounding air getting hotter.

'She's here, as expected.'

I entered the training ground with a sigh of relief.

-Whoosh!-

An enormous wave of heat hit me as I entered.

In the center of the training ground, Rachel was looking at me with a somewhat stiff expression, still emitting intense heat.

"What brings you here?"
"Just came to see if you're working hard."

Rachel pointed her staff at me with a bright expression, different from before.

"Never mind that. Come at me."

Every time we met at the training ground, Rachel always challenged me to a duel like this.

Though it was somewhat bothersome, I always accepted her challenges.

"I'll defeat you easily today too."

Lately, I hadn't won a single match against anyone else, but I always won against Rachel.

I approached these duels with the purpose of mental recovery, since I always emerged victorious against her.

After finishing a duel with Rachel, I would feel good for a while because of the victory.

"Today I'm going to win."

Rachel fired the starting signal for our duel while expressing that impossible wish.

Unlike usual, I charged at Rachel without activating any skills.

Despite my unexpected action, Rachel remained calm and activated her magic.

-Whoosh!-

I dodged the magic by turning my body and immediately closed in on Rachel.

In that situation, Rachel chose to use a different skill to create distance between us rather than casting another spell.

Rachel used an agility-type skill to widen the gap between us.

'Huh?'

I was surprised not by Rachel's calm judgment but by the skill she had just used to escape.

That skill wasn't the [Leap] that Academy students typically used.

"When did you learn [Swift]?"

Rachel had used [Swift], the superior version of [Leap], to escape.

[Leap] was a fairly common growth-type skill that almost everyone had, but [Swift], the skill above it, was not.

This was because of the high entry barrier—you had to raise [Leap] to its maximum rank first.

'Even though growth-type skills rank up quickly... isn't this too fast?'

Considering the normal growth rate of typical growth-type skills, Rachel's growth speed seemed extraordinarily fast.

Excluding exceptional cases like myself, she might be the only one who had acquired [Swift] at her current age.

"I learned it yesterday while clearing a dungeon!"

With a loud voice, magic from Rachel's staff threatened me.

I also used [Swift] to dodge those spells and immediately closed in on her.

Rachel tried to create distance again using [Swift], but my rank was higher, and my basic agility was also superior.

"I win again."

Finally, I summoned [Blade of Darkness] and pointed it at Rachel's neck.

Rachel acknowledged her defeat and surrendered without resistance.

"I lost, I lost."
"You must have been working incredibly hard, already learning [Swift]."

Rachel spoke with a dissatisfied tone.

"You're much faster than me, honestly, I think you might be faster than Her Highness?"
"Not to that extent."

I hadn't thought about comparing her growth rate with mine, partly because I didn't know what her skills were at my current age and partly because her current abilities were too overwhelming.

Of course, I could tell to some extent without making a direct comparison.

'I'm probably much slower.'

While my level might be growing faster, her skills were absolutely dominant.

When I denied her statement, Rachel smiled and said.

"You know it well."
"...Anyway, tomorrow you'll be facing Her Highness. You know you're going to lose, but do your best."

Hearing those words, Rachel asked me with a trembling voice.

"Do you think I can pass?"

She looked like an abandoned puppy, which somehow aroused my sympathy.

"If you do your best, it's definitely possible."
"What's with you? Saying such warm words...?"

I looked directly at Rachel's slightly reddened face and spoke.

"I just... suddenly felt like saying it. I'm going now. Work hard."

With those final words, I left the training ground.

Then I returned to the library.

Despite the somewhat late hour of 8 o'clock, the library doors were still open, and there she was with Aelin and Riel, following the librarian and organizing returned books.

'Everyone's working hard.'

I ignored Aelin, who gestured for me to come over as soon as she spotted me, and sat at an empty desk to continue reading the book I hadn't finished earlier.

"No way..."

Aelin approached me, fuming with anger.

"Where did you go?"
"I told you I went to get some fresh air?"

Aelin commanded me in a fierce voice.

"Come here now."

After hearing that almost threatening command, I asked in a tiny voice.

"Do I... have to help organize those books too?"
"Why are you asking such an obvious question? Come right now."

Aelin immediately returned to where she had been, and I put the book back where it belonged before following her.

There was a considerable number of professional books and literature books there, and I couldn't help but sigh helplessly at the dreadful sight.

She heard my sigh and said to me.

"Albert, you don't have to do this if you don't want to."

She said that for my sake, but I couldn't escape from there.

Of course, my conscience was bothering me, but the main reason was something else.

"...Hah..."

Right behind her, I saw two people looking at me with expressions that seemed to say, 'If you run away, I'll kill you.'

Seeing Aelin and Riel's fierce looks, I couldn't even think about escaping.

"I'll just help..."

I reluctantly began helping with organizing the books.

I started organizing those numerous books with an expression like I had just eaten something terrible.

'At least they're not that heavy.'

I hurried to finish the task as quickly as possible.

As I was diligently carrying books, she approached me.

"By the way, where did you go earlier?"
"I thought Rachel might be training, so I went to the training ground, and she was really there."
"How was she?"

She was probably asking about Rachel's current abilities.

After all, she had high expectations for Rachel.

"You can rest assured. Her growth rate is much faster than I expected."
"That's good to hear."

She went to another area to continue organizing books.

Then Riel, who had been eavesdropping on our conversation while hiding behind a bookshelf, revealed herself.

"So you left Her Highness to meet another woman?"
"That's a misunderstanding, a misunderstanding."

Hearing this, Riel advised me as if giving counsel.

"You should confess soon. I think something's going to happen soon."

I pondered Riel's words.

'Something's going to happen...'

If it had been someone else, I might have ignored it, but Riel was one of the closest confidants of the imperial family.

She might have more information than me, who knew a future that had now changed significantly.

That cursed demon king's son might be plotting something again.

'I definitely need to be careful.'

Originally, the Demon King didn't make any moves against the Empire until after Aelin graduated from the Academy, except for the Empress assassination incident.

The Kingdom of Babylon had only shown defensive postures even when the Empire attacked first, but things might be different now.

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."
"Make sure you confess before the end of the first semester, got it?"
"That soon?"

The sooner the better for me, but there was no need to rush.

However, after hearing Riel's words, I couldn't help but be concerned.

I asked in a voice so quiet that only Riel could hear.

"Is something going to happen around the end of the first semester?"
"It's just a prediction."
"What's going to happen?"

Riel looked at her, who was diligently organizing books, and said.

"I can't tell you that. If you're curious, ask Her Highness."
"That's a bit..."

There was no certainty she would tell me, and asking such things would only arouse unnecessary suspicion.

'She must already have a lot of questions...'

No matter how I thought about it, asking her directly didn't seem right.

While I was deep in thought, Riel made an unexpected proposal.

"Then I'll tell you if you confess to Her Highness."

My mind went blank for a moment at Riel's unexpected suggestion.

Riel saw my dumbfounded expression and gave a mature yet annoying smile.

Ch.47 - 46. Awakening (1)
# 46. Awakening (1)

"Isn't it just going to be something like 'The Babylon Kingdom is preparing for war'?"

While Babylon Kingdom wasn't the only entity we needed to be wary of, considering the current situation, that possibility seemed almost certain.

After hearing my guess, Riel showed an ambiguous reaction.

"Well... I can't tell you that."

That possibility was certainly high, but other scenarios couldn't be dismissed either.

"This is a psychological battle I can't win."
"I told you I'd tell you if you confessed."
"I'll think about it."

Riel spoke in a rather unpleasant tone.

"Sure~ Think about it carefully."
"Enough of that. Help me with this instead."

When I pointed to the pile of books with completely messed-up order, Riel gave an awkward smile.

Her expression seemed to say, 'Why should I do that?'

"Good luck with that..."

Riel left those words behind and disappeared somewhere.

She had clearly fled in fear of the terrifying amount of books.

'That is a lot...'

I looked at the still massive pile of books and let out a hollow laugh.

***

Before the start of the tenth and final survival test.

The survival prey were entering the set one by one.

And I was watching a red-haired girl who was looking in our direction from right in front of the entrance.

"It's Sister Rachel."

Aelin, who had also spotted Rachel, waved her hands frantically in that direction.

"She'll pass, right?"
"Why ask something so obvious? We have other things to worry about right now."
"Like what?"
"What did you hear when we were talking last time?"

Aelin glared at me as if to say, 'What nonsense are you talking about?'

Just to be sure, I brought up what she had told us yesterday.

"You know the princess has taken charge, right?"
"Of course I know."
"Then that's fine."

As I tried to end the conversation with those words, Aelin hurriedly asked.

"No! What exactly is there to worry about?!"
"You don't need to know."

I ignored Aelin, who kept urging me to tell her, and watched Rachel entering the set.

Her appearance, even more heavily armed than when she usually went to clear dungeons, showed Rachel's determination.

'Even with all that, she probably won't land a single hit... but she could beat someone like Aelin.'

Still, those expensive magic defense items would give Rachel some confidence.

"So what is it?"
"The princess is going to do for Rachel what I did for you."
"What you did for me?"

As Aelin pondered deeply, someone who suddenly appeared answered for her.

"It's the second awakening, Aelin."
"Ah~ But second awakening?"
"Yes, Rachel has only achieved her first awakening so far."

I raised a small objection to her words.

"Then it would have been nice if you'd done it for others too."
"It's not certain."

Indeed, as she said, we didn't know whether the others besides Rachel had undergone their second awakening or if they needed that much power.

However, Rachel had not yet experienced her second awakening and had shown a firm determination to join our party no matter what.

"That's true."
"Will it go well?"

She answered Aelin's question with a calm expression.

"Of course. If it's Rachel, she'll succeed brilliantly."

She certainly had great trust in the subordinates she acknowledged.

She had a firm belief that Rachel would definitely succeed.

Aelin spent thirty minutes with a somewhat dissatisfied expression, but she was the opposite.

"Let's go in now."

After the thirty-minute waiting period ended, it was finally time to start the last survival test.

'This is the final one.'

I stepped into the set that I had entered nine times before.

-Creeeeak!-

The large entrance to the set was opening with a loud noise.

Though it was now a familiar sight, the fact that this was the tenth time made it feel new again.

Once the large door fully opened, we entered the set.

I thought I would see the same old familiar scene when entering the set, but...

'Huh?'

Reality was a bit different.

There was something different in that familiar scene.

Rachel was waiting for us at the entrance of the set.

Seeing fully armed Rachel, she said to us.

"Let's go our separate ways this time."

That message probably meant she wanted us to leave quickly.

However, since Aelin didn't understand the hidden meaning, I grabbed her arm and tried to leave.

"Ow! That hurts! It hurts!"
"Be quiet and follow me."

Aelin rubbed the spot where I had grabbed her while following me away from there.

"Come on! You could have just said so. Why grab me so hard?"
"Such exaggeration..."
"It's not exaggeration, it really hurts like hell!"

Ignoring Aelin's words, I said what I needed to say.

"Let's just do what we need to do."

We should leave Rachel to her and focus on our own task.

I immediately activated [Mortal's End] and [Pitch-Black Sword].

***

"I guess I have to face the princess after all. Would have been better if I didn't have to..."

Still, thanks to Albert's advice, Rachel knew about it in advance and could prepare.

Elizabeth asked Rachel, who was armed with magic defense items.

"Did Albert tell you?"
"Of course."

Elizabeth wasn't angry that Albert had told Rachel about it, but she felt a slight jealousy.

Rachel noticed that jealousy and said in a playful tone.

"Are you jealous?"
"Let's start right away. I won't go easy on you."

Elizabeth took out her staff as soon as she finished speaking.

-Crackle!-

She immediately activated [Cruel Cold], and the area around them began to freeze rapidly.

Before the entire area was covered in [Cruel Cold], Rachel used [Fire Magic] to melt the frozen surroundings.

"Not such a good decision."

Elizabeth cast [Ice Magic] toward Rachel, who was busy melting the surroundings.

Rachel ignored the sharp ice flying toward her and used [Swiftness] to close the distance between them.

Having gotten closer to her, Rachel immediately pointed her staff and used [Blue Flame].

-Whoosh!-

However, she defended by raising an ice wall where the magic was flying.

Rachel bit her lip and frantically cast spells at the ice wall she was sick of seeing.

Normally, it would take quite a long time for Rachel's magic to melt her ice wall, but not this time.

-Whoooosh!-

Whether Rachel's magic had become stronger or she had deliberately made the ice wall weaker, the wall melted quickly.

Rachel tried to send her magic through the gap in the melted ice wall.

But.

-Swish!-

Elizabeth cast a spell through the gap before Rachel could.

"Ugh..."

Rachel's left arm was pierced by the spear that flew in an instant, and the pierced area was freezing rapidly.

"Argh!"

Rachel endured the pain, pulled out the spear with her hand, and successfully melted the frozen area using her magic.

But as soon as that emergency treatment was done, another spell flew toward her.

-Whoosh!-

This time, having somewhat anticipated it, Rachel countered her spell with her own magic.

From that alone, it seemed she was responding well.

However, as she gradually increased the tempo, Rachel struggled to keep up.

The number of incoming spells increased, and Rachel barely matched the tempo.

"You look quite exhausted."

As she said, Rachel was breathing heavily.

Yet contrary to that, she still maintained a calm state.

"Huff... huff..."

Rachel's magic power was running low, and as a result, she started getting hit by one or two of her spells, with the number gradually increasing.

With spears stuck all over her body, Rachel groaned and slumped to the ground.

"Is that all you're capable of? Honestly, I'm disappointed."

Even in that situation, Rachel was looking for something she could do with passionate eyes.

But in that desperate situation, there was almost nothing Rachel could do.

At best, she could only pull out the spears stuck in her body or squeeze out her remaining magic power to delay the freezing of her body.

Looking up at her face, Rachel thought.

'If I had undergone my second awakening, could I have won?'

Of course, Rachel knew she couldn't beat her even with a second awakening.

Still, she couldn't help thinking that way.

'If I were stronger, could I have won?'

Rachel needed power.

Not just a small power to escape this situation, but a great power that could defeat even her.

Rachel had heard through rumors that she had undergone her second awakening while facing an assassin from the Babylon Kingdom.

'Come to me too...'

Rachel wished and wished.

She hoped that the blessing of a second awakening would come to her as well.

'I just want to hit her once, even just once...'

It was a somewhat twisted wish, but also a very intense one.

Since no one knew about Rachel's wish, it wouldn't reach anyone.

Yet strangely, that wish clearly reached someone, and whoever heard it gave Rachel help like an oasis in the desert.

Rachel looked at the message that appeared before her.

[Strong desire calls forth strong power.]

[Your intense wish will make you stronger.]

As soon as Rachel confirmed the message, powerful and massive flames flowed from her body.

And those flames healed Rachel's wounded body and instantly melted the frozen battlefield.

Rachel rose from where she had slumped, as if her body had recovered.

Then, raising her staff high into the sky, she warned her.

"This might be a bit dangerous."
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Rachel used her skill with eyes blazing like flames.

-WHOOSH!-

An enormous amount of fire began to manifest at the tip of her staff, which was aimed high at the sky.

The flames formed a sphere that grew larger and larger.

As a result, a sphere of fire resembling the sun hovered above Rachel's head, flaunting its presence.

[Two Suns]

It was a magnificent skill that could hardly be considered a mere ability.

Rachel's second unique skill, [Two Suns], embraced the frozen surroundings with warmth and gifted vitality to the flora and fauna there.

The plants and animals on the set gazed at the sun as if entranced.

Elizabeth also looked at the sun with a gentle smile.

"They say there can't be two suns under the sky... but that can only be seen as a sun. Seems a bit dangerous."

However, contrary to her words, her expression was incredibly relaxed.

She looked as if she had some means to resist that sun.

"It's going to be a little hot."

Rachel hurled the massive sun toward her.

The sun flew toward her at a speed that couldn't be called fast, but it wasn't easy to avoid either.

Though slow, its enormous size made it difficult to dodge.

Of course, it wasn't so large that it would be impossible to avoid.

If she used [Swift], she could have easily dodged it with room to spare, but she didn't.

"It's still a bit weak."

She stood still without moving a single step from her position.

From there, she pointed her staff at the sun diligently flying toward her.

And she whispered very softly.

"Absolute Zero."

With that small whisper, a blue light shot from her staff and touched the enormous sun.

Rachel thought the blue light was so small that it would simply be consumed by the sun without any effect.

But reality proved otherwise.

-CRACK!-

When the sun touched the blue light, it began to freeze starting from the point of contact.

In just a few seconds, the massive sun froze completely.

The sun that had been blazing moments ago vanished without a trace, and in its place stood an ice mass of the same size.

"Still, this is quite impressive."

She said this while poking her creation with one finger.

-CRACK!-

Instantly, the massive ice mass split in half.

Rachel felt empty knowing her ultimate move had been blocked so easily, and she despaired at the woman's overwhelming power.

The woman reached out her hand toward Rachel, whose eyes were clearly different from before.

"You pass."
"But... I couldn't even land a single hit..."
"Not yet, of course."

Rachel finally understood the passing criteria for this survival test.

And that what she valued wasn't current ability.

"And among the 3,000 people who have taken this survival test so far, you fought the best."

She continued with a bright smile.

"You're more than qualified to pass, Rachel. And... um..."

She hesitated slightly before speaking.

Rachel listened attentively to her words.

"May I... call you Rachel?"
"Of course! Can I call you unni?"

She answered with a radiant smile.

"Certainly."

***

Today, as usual, our party had taken over the library.

However, there was one difference.

The new party members were here too.

Eve, Reina, Chris, and Rachel.

All four of them had gathered here.

'Why are they so nervous?'

Except for Rachel, the other three seemed somewhat intimidated in her presence.

Only Rachel had directly faced her, so I couldn't understand why these guys were so tense.

I whispered to Chris, who was frozen beside me.

"Why are you all so nervous?"
"How could we not be? We're sitting at the same table as the princess."
"Fair point..."

Even though we're students at the same academy, she's the First Princess of the Kainis Empire.

No matter how high-born these noble children are, she's still someone of such high status that they can't help but be intimidated.

I asked that high and mighty person.

"So why are we all gathered here?"
"I have something to ask."

She stood up from her seat in the middle of the table.

Then she asked us.

"Why did you all want to join our party?"

The people who heard this gave different answers.

To protect the country, to reach a higher position, to be acknowledged by someone...

There were many responses.

And they all had something in common.

They all felt that "their own strength was insufficient."

Their solo efforts made growth too slow, and they applied because they thought joining this party would help them grow faster and more surely.

"Everyone's very honest. Albert, what made you decide to join my party?"

I retorted with a playful tone.

"You invited me first."
"You didn't join just because of an invitation."

Her sharp observation caught me off guard.

I answered as honestly as they had.

"Because you're here, Princess."

Hearing my excessively honest answer, she blushed, and the others looked at me as if I were strange.

I quietly asked Chris beside me.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Just... thinking you're quite something..."

She calmed her flushed face and asked them again.

"So, do you all need power?"

Almost everyone present nodded to that question.

"Then you've all come to the right place. We'll take responsibility for turning you all into the finest warriors."

Everyone was looking at her with shining eyes as she said this, but I couldn't.

I asked her.

"We?"
"Yes, we."
"Who's included in that 'we'?"
"The original party members, of course. Me, Riel, Aelin, and Albert."

Somehow, I had a bad feeling about this.

She asked them again.

"My training method might be a bit difficult. Is everyone okay with that?"

They nodded vigorously again.

"Then starting tomorrow..."

I interrupted her to inform her of an important fact.

"We're in exam period, you know?"

The midterm exams scheduled for early May were less than a week away.

She genuinely seemed unaware of this fact.

"Eh? When does it start?"
"From next Wednesday to Friday."

Today being the last Tuesday of April, there was barely a week left.

I shared something that apparently only she didn't know.

"I heard that from this year, they're adding a survival component to the exams."
"Really?"

Everyone was surprised that she didn't know this.

She seemed concerned for us.

"Has everyone prepared for the exams?"
"I have."

Honestly, the class content was all easy, so the written portion wouldn't be a problem.

And the practical was a given, and I was confident about the survival and melee combat held on the last day.

And not just me—the others seemed to share similar thoughts judging by their expressions.

Indeed, they were all among the top students in the first year, so their confidence was even more apparent.

"Looks like I'll be facing you again during midterms..."

However, only Chris's face was dark as he said this.

The melee combat during midterms involves five duels with people judged to be of similar skill, and then the content and results of those duels are reflected in the student's grades.

That's why Chris thought he would face me.

She, who had been listening to our conversation, said:

"I don't think so. Albert will probably face second and third-year students."
"They let us fight against second and third-years too?"
"Yes, at least they did for me."

Indeed, with her level of skill, it would have been difficult to find a match in the same year.

'Would there even be anyone in the second or third year who could match the Empress?' I couldn't help but wonder.

Normally, they match you with the same year, but there are exceptions, it seems.

"I'm looking forward to seeing who I'll face."

I didn't know much about the second and third-year students, so I was even more excited.

Duels with strong opponents are always thrilling.

And then the strongest student in this academy said to me:

"If we do face each other, I'll be counting on you."
"If that happens, I hope I can land at least one hit."
"It won't be easy."

She and I gazed at each other with intense looks, and the people around us watched with pleased expressions.

Except for one person.

As it was getting late, I hurriedly wrapped things up.

"Then let's start training after the midterms are over. Everyone can go now."
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The library was now almost empty, with only two people remaining.

Those two were Elizabeth and Rachel.

Though they sat at the same table, they weren't particularly paying attention to each other.

They were simply reading books, enjoying the quiet atmosphere of the library.

However, that silence didn't last long.

What broke the silence was Rachel's question.

"Do you have someone you like, unni?"

Rachel actually wanted to ask a more direct question like "Do you like Albert, unni?" but she lacked the courage.

Elizabeth gave an ambiguous answer to the ambiguous question.

"Umm... I'm not sure... What about you, Rachel?"

Rachel gathered a bit more courage than before and answered honestly.

"I don't like him yet, but there is someone I'm interested in."

Elizabeth smiled upon hearing Rachel's words.

And maintaining that smile, she said:

"I have someone like that too."

Rachel envied Elizabeth's brilliant yet gentle smile.

***

As soon as Chris, who seemed to have something to say, came out of the library, he asked me:

"What's your relationship with those two!?"
"Why are you overreacting?"

He was showing quite an exaggerated response.

"Come on! Honestly, it's worth overreacting! I've been wondering for a while—what's really going on?"
"Well... First of all, Rachel and I are just friends."
"Then what about the other one?"

I couldn't simply call my relationship with her just senior and junior, nor did I want to.

However, it was also awkward to reveal the truth.

'Maybe it's okay to share a little?'

I decided to trust my old friend.

"Can you keep this to yourself?"
"I'm seriously tight-lipped."

Chris's confident expression made me hesitate a bit, but I couldn't back out now.

After carefully checking our surroundings, I whispered in an extremely quiet voice:

"I like the princess."

I thought Chris would be shocked by this intimate revelation, but he wasn't at all.

Chris made a bored expression and said:

"I already know that."
"Huh? You knew?"

Chris nodded.

'He already knew?...'

The fact that Chris already knew was quite shocking to me.

And Chris let out a disbelieving laugh and said:

"It would be strange not to notice, honestly."
"Is it that obvious?"
"Yeah, obvious enough that even the princess knows."
"She knows."
"What!? She knows?"

Chris was more surprised by the fact that she knew I liked her than by the fact that I liked her.

"Yes, she knows."
"Then, do you know if the princess likes you?"
"..."

Come to think of it, I didn't really know that.

I knew my feelings for her better than anything, but I didn't know her feelings toward me.

I only thought, 'She doesn't seem to dislike me since she doesn't push me away when I approach her,' but I didn't know exactly what was in her heart.

Of course, there was no way to know.

'I can't just ask her directly...'

I wasn't that bold of a person.

"You don't know?"
"I really don't know, honestly."

Chris sighed deeply and immediately began speaking.

"The princess definitely likes you too."
"Why do you think so?"
"I can just see it. Her eyes change slightly only when she looks at you."
"Her eyes change?"

I wasn't sure if it was just my imagination, but I hadn't particularly noticed anything like that.

'Am I just oblivious?...'

Chris said to me as I was lost in thought:

"Just confess. It's a 98% chance of success."
"98%?"

I questioned that oddly specific yet ambiguous number.

"Why specifically 98%?"
"Human affairs are unpredictable. It's like insurance."

His statement sounded like "take it or leave it," which made me doubt Chris's words.

"But the princess definitely likes you. I can say that with 100% certainty."
"What if you're wrong?"
"There's no way I'm wrong. It's 100%, I'm telling you."

This time, he seemed quite confident.

'Could it really be true?...'

Because of his words, I would probably pay more attention to her gaze from now on.

Chris asked me with an intrigued expression:

"So when are you going to confess?"
"Confession..."

First Riel, now him—I don't understand why everyone wants me to confess.

Of course, it was something I would have to do eventually, but I didn't want to do it this quickly.

It's true that I liked her romantically, but I also needed mental preparation.

'I'm just starting to get used to this...'

I wasn't ready yet.

"If you're going to say cliché things like you're not mentally prepared, just shut up."
"How did you know that's what I was thinking?"
"It's written all over your face: 'I'm not ready yet!'"

I sought advice from him, who had at least some dating experience.

"What should I do?"
"Just confess already. There's only a 2% chance of failure. I've confessed even when the success rate was 2%. Seriously."
"You can say that because it's not your problem."

Chris retorted, seemingly offended:

"No... it's not because it's not my problem. If there was a 2% chance of success in confessing to the princess, literally everyone would do it. Why are you hesitating? Don't you like the princess?"

Chris's last words planted a small seed of courage in me.

"Of course I like her."
"Then confess~"
"I'll try."

***

As I woke up, I yawned involuntarily.

"Haaaam..."

Gloria approached me as I was still half-asleep, having just woken up.

"The exams start the day after tomorrow. How can you sleep like this? Go to the back and wake yourself up."

Today is May 3rd, Monday.

There were only two days left until the exams began.

That's why most students were diligently preparing for the exams.

Of course, there were some who weren't, like me.

Following Gloria's instructions, I decided to stand at the back of the classroom to listen to the lecture.

And beside me was Leo, who was doing the same thing.

I asked Leo, who, like me, had fallen asleep during class and been caught by Gloria:

"Aren't you preparing for the exams?"
"Why would I do that?"

Indeed, being the Second Prince of the Empire, he could probably dismiss such exams without any consequences to his life.

This noble figure asked me:

"But why aren't you preparing?"
"I've prepared in my own way."
"You prepared by sleeping with your head down in class every day?"
"I already know everything."

Leo ignored my words as if he wasn't particularly interested and quietly sat down in an empty seat.

Gloria was too busy conducting the class to notice Leo's action, and I followed him to sit in the seat next to his.

Leo looked at me with wide eyes, seemingly surprised that I had casually sat next to him.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"Why are you sitting here?"
"I just have something to ask you."

Leo was looking at me with a displeased expression.

"What is it?"

I didn't like his disgruntled tone, but I had no choice.

"Why didn't you join?"
"Join what? Are you talking about your party?"

When I nodded, Leo let out a disbelieving laugh.

"Why would I join such a third-rate party?"
"You originally wanted to join, didn't you? On the surface, you said you participated just to face off against Aelin, but that wasn't the real reason."
"..."

Leo didn't answer my question and just stared at me.

"Am I wrong?"
"How did you know that?"

So I was right.

Leo indeed didn't participate in the survival game just to face off against Aelin.

"Just a guess, that's all."
"You're a strange one."
"But really, why didn't you join? Didn't you want to?"
"That's not true."

Sincerity was evident in Leo's expression as he said those words.

I was going to ask again, but seeing Leo's serious expression, I couldn't bring myself to do so.

When I remained silent and looked elsewhere, Leo asked me:

"Aren't you going to ask more?"
"It's fine. I wasn't that curious anyway."
"How boring."
"Would you tell me if I asked?"
"No, I wouldn't."

Leo answered in a light voice, different from his serious tone earlier, and returned to his original seat.

I was a bit surprised because I had never heard him speak in such a tone before.

'He seems to be in a good mood today.'

For some reason, Leo was wearing a brighter expression than usual.

I returned to my original seat and asked Chris, who was diligently listening to the lecture:

"He seems to be in a really good mood. Do you know anything about it?"
"Well... I'm not sure either."

Chris was also observing Leo's brightened face.

"But it's much better than before."

I shared the same thought as Chris.

As we were positively observing Leo's changed attitude, Gloria addressed the entire class:

"And I have one more announcement regarding the midterm exams."

When the word "midterm" was mentioned, the students' attention focused.

"The melee combat was originally scheduled for Friday, but from this year, it will be held on Thursday."

Indeed, it seemed logistically challenging to conduct both the survival game and melee combat in a single day on Friday.

"Also, the individual melee combat matchups will be sent to your phones at 5 PM today, so please check them."

The students were excited about this news until the end of the day's classes, and as soon as it was 5 PM, everyone took out their phones to check their matchups.

I also checked my matchup as soon as it was 5 PM.

'As expected.'

There were a total of five names on the matchup list, but only one caught my eye.

Elizabeth Michael.

After confirming her name, I headed to the library where she would be, wearing a satisfied smile.
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I arrived at that building after a very long time.

That building where I took the written exam for the Imperial Academy entrance test.

Of course, besides me, all the students from the Imperial Academy's middle school 3rd year and high school 1st and 2nd years were here too.

Middle school 3rd year and high school 1st and 2nd years had written exams today, Wednesday, and practical and survival tests on Thursday, while middle school 1st and 2nd years and high school 3rd years had the opposite schedule.

And on the final day, Friday, all students would participate in close combat tests on the same day, at the same place.

Right now, we were just about to take the written exam.

'Everyone's working hard.'

Other students were desperately memorizing notes they had brought before the written exam started.

However, a few people including myself weren't doing that, and Rachel was also in the same category as me.

"Hello?"

When I approached Rachel and greeted her, she responded with a considerably different atmosphere than before.

"Um... hello..."

Rachel spoke with a somewhat awkward tone.

"Are you prepared for the exam?"
"Of course, what about you?"
"I'm a bit nervous..."

Honestly, Rachel, like her and Leo, didn't care much about these exams either way.

Still, unlike them, Rachel was putting effort into the exams.

Unlike them, she actively participated in classes, and it was noticeable how much effort she put in, such as rereading textbooks to review during her free time.

"I hope it goes well for you. You worked really hard."
"Did I?"

I nodded as I spoke.

"Good luck on your exam."
"You too... good luck."

We exchanged warm wishes and headed to our assigned classrooms.

When I went to my assigned classroom, number 23, many students were already waiting outside.

And I spoke to a familiar face visible among those students.

"Looks like you're here too?"
"Why are you here?"
"How would I know? Anyway... good luck on the exam."

Leo spoke shyly, as if he wasn't used to this kind of thing.

"You... fill in the OMR sheet carefully."
"Thanks to you, I won't make that mistake."

While chatting with Leo, the exam time approached, and we finally entered classroom 23, which had just opened.

I went to my seat as indicated on the blackboard.

'Looks like they're all first-years.'

The name tags on everyone's uniforms, identical to the one I was wearing, informed me that everyone in this classroom was a high school first-year.

Still, judging by all the unfamiliar faces, these students seemed to be from different classes than mine.

Those students were still sitting in their seats, diligently reviewing their organized notes.

However, even they reluctantly put their notes away in their bags when the exam proctor entered the classroom.

When the classroom clock struck 9 o'clock sharp, the proctor distributed the exam papers to the students.

I received my exam paper and began solving the problems one by one.

'This one is number 3.'

Since the first period was a history exam, the answers came to me immediately.

There were essay questions like 'Who was the first king of the Babylonian Kingdom, and what achievements did he accomplish?'

And of course, there were multiple-choice questions like 'Which of the following statements about Orca Ignite, the 13th king of the Orion Kingdom, is correct?'

'I've finished them all...'

I solved all 60 problems and showed thoroughness by checking them once more.

Then, as usual, I put my head down on the desk and tried to get some sleep.

'I'll probably get them all right anyway.'

I was quite confident since I had double-checked everything.

I wanted to conserve some energy for the next period's language arts exam.

***

After finishing exams in seven subjects, I went to the bathroom and found those students from the classroom there.

They were passionately discussing their thoughts.

"Hey, for history question 13, it's 2, right?"
"How could it be 2? It's 4."
"Isn't it 1? That war wasn't started by the king."
"It says 'correct statement,' didn't you read the question?"

I watched this curious scene and quietly marveled from the side.

'Wow.... they're all wrong..'

Unfortunately, the correct answer to that question was 3.

I gave a hollow laugh looking at these poor friends.

'If they got such an easy question wrong...'

I gave them a look of sympathy.

I wanted to tell them the answer was 3, but there was no need to be that meddlesome.

I left the bathroom, leaving them behind.

-Ding!-

As soon as I left the bathroom, my phone suddenly rang.

It seemed like I had received a message.

I took out my phone to check the message.

The person who sent me the message was Chris.

-Come to the first floor, let's go eat together.-

After seeing the word "food," I checked the time.

My phone provided me with the useful information that it was now 6 o'clock.

'Time flies so fast, feels like I just had lunch...'

I hadn't noticed the time passing while taking exams in seven subjects.

Realizing I was already hungry, I quickly headed to the first floor.

When I came down the stairs to the first floor, my party members who had also taken the exam today were waiting by the staircase.

Since more than half of our party members were high school first-years, and Ellin was a middle school third-year, quite a lot of people were there.

However, it was a bit disappointing that she wasn't there.

I asked them about today's exams.

"How did your exams go?"

Those who heard my question had different expressions.

Some, like Briton, Reina, and Rachel, confidently said they did well, while others like Chris, Eve, and Ellin just showed dark expressions without saying anything.

'Looks like they failed...'

I couldn't say anything to those who looked as if they had lost their country.

Instead, Reina, who seemed to have done well on the exam, asked me.

"What about you? Did you do well?"
"Of course I did well."

Chris, who had been listening to our conversation, spoke in a voice lower than usual.

"How can you be like that? Are we even friends? I totally failed..."
"That's because you didn't study."

Chris retorted in an aggrieved voice.

"Did you study? You didn't study either, just like me, so why did you do well..."
"Did you fail that badly?"
"I might have more wrong answers than correct ones..."

Chris's voice carried a despair that someone like me couldn't possibly understand.

"But you still don't know for sure."
"You can say that because it's not your problem."
"This feels like déjà vu?"

It was exactly the same situation as when we left the library.

I marveled at this strange and curious déjà vu.

However, that feeling quickly disappeared due to hunger.

"I'm hungry."
"Let's go eat."
"Where are we going?"

Reina asked us.

"What do you want to eat?"

But no one answered that question.

I awkwardly responded first.

"I want jajangmyeon."
"Jajangmyeon?"

Ellin, a Chinese food enthusiast, excitedly spoke up upon hearing the word "jajangmyeon."

"There's a really delicious restaurant near here."
"Oh... really?"

Ellin, who had been gloomy about failing the exam until just now, brightened up so much it was hard to believe she was the same person.

Ellin went into her phone gallery and showed me several photos that appeared to have been taken at that restaurant.

"What do you think? Looks delicious, right?"
"Wow...."

I was captivated by the visuals that made my mouth water just from looking at the photos.

"Looks delicious... is this okay with everyone?"

Everyone showed positive reactions about the restaurant.

"Jajangmyeon sounds good."
"I want jjamppong... do they have it?"
"Order some sweet and sour pork."

Seeing these reactions, Ellin excitedly began leading the party members toward the restaurant.

"Then let's go right now! Everyone follow me!"

When I stared at Ellin with a blank expression, she asked me aggressively.

"What? What's with that look? Do you have a problem?"
"Do you have bipolar disorder or something?"

I marveled again at Ellin's emotional fluctuations that indeed seemed like bipolar disorder.

Thanks to Ellin, we quickly arrived at the restaurant.

Ellin spoke with her heightened tension again.

"Here it is! Let's go in quickly."

We entered the restaurant, which had a very classical atmosphere.

Inside the restaurant, many customers had already taken seats besides us.

It was definitely crowded because it was dinner time.

Still, it wasn't completely full, so we managed to find a table for seven and sat down.

"What does everyone want to eat?"

The choices for jajangmyeon and jjamppong were evenly split, 3 to 3.

While everyone seemed to be ordering either jajangmyeon or jjamppong, Rachel was different.

"I'll have udon."

Rachel ordered her food confidently.

And seeing that reminded me of something.

"People don't recognize you? Even though you're a princess of an allied country..."
"How many royals do you think our country has... how could they recognize all of us? Just my siblings alone number 23."
"Wow..."

While I was marveling at this fact, an unfamiliar voice spoke from behind me.

"With you, that makes 24. Really... unnecessarily many."
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"With you, that makes 24 people total. Hmm... unnecessarily many."

A voice that seemed to lament its own situation entered our ears.

And that voice was strangely similar to Rachel's.

I asked Rachel, who had frozen at the sight of the person behind me.

"What's wrong?"

Seeing Rachel's expression, as if time had stopped only for her, made me even more curious about who was standing behind me.

Before turning around, I tried to predict who this person might be.

This person had the same voice as Rachel and seemed to be quite close to the royal family of the Orion Kingdom.

'No way... it couldn't be, right?'

There was one person who came to mind, but I thought such an important figure wouldn't be in a place like this.

However, considering Rachel's reaction and that voice... there were too many clear indications to make a hasty judgment.

With a strange sense of anticipation, I turned around to see who was there.

And when I turned around, the person I had thought "no way" about was actually there.

'Karina Ignite...'

In the past, she had been a comrade with whom I was somewhat close.

The Orion Kingdom had always maintained an alliance with the Kainis Empire even during times of war, so we had fought in many battles together.

'She hasn't changed much since then... both in appearance and atmosphere.'

A lady with the same red hair and red eyes as Rachel, but with slightly more chic features than Rachel, was looking at me.

She looked almost identical to the Karina in my memory.

Even that gaze directed at me was the same.

"Hello?"

Before I could answer, Rachel spoke first.

"No!.. Unnie, why are you here!?"
"Unnie?"
"Unnie?"

Everyone was focused on that word "unnie."

Since everyone present knew who Rachel was, they were even more surprised by Karina's appearance.

Of course, I was also quite shocked.

"I just stopped by briefly for some business. I'll be leaving again next week."
"Business? What kind?"
"I commissioned something from Uncle Dren, and I came personally just to be sure."

The person Karina referred to so familiarly as Dren Vulcanus was not only the best weaponsmith in the Kainis Empire but could be called the best in the world without exaggeration.

Almost all of those considered skilled in the Empire used weapons made by him, and people from other countries, like Karina, would come all the way to the Empire specifically to obtain his weapons.

That "just to be sure" probably meant "I was worried it might get stolen during transport."

'More importantly, a weapon from Dren...'

She must be quite wealthy indeed.

Dren's weapons are famous for their performance, and accordingly, they're insanely expensive.

Of course, my [Black Sword] outperforms Dren's weapons, so it doesn't matter to me.

No matter how good a weapon from the world's best weaponsmith might be, it was still somewhat lacking compared to the [Black Sword] that I could summon with my skill.

Though there were exceptions depending on the circumstances.

'For example, that one...'

The sword Karina was wearing at her waist would probably outperform my current [Black Sword].

As I stared at the weapon, Karina noticed my gaze and placed her hand on her sword.

"Yes, this is that sword."

It was a masterpiece whose presence leaked out even while sheathed.

'It must give at least +100 to Strength and Agility combined.'

While I was estimating the sword's performance, Chris, unable to contain his curiosity, asked its owner.

"How much does it boost?"
"80 Strength and 50 Agility."

Karina revealed this fact in a calm voice as if it were nothing special, but to us, it was shocking.

'A total of 130...'

It was truly a monstrous performance that my current weapon couldn't even compare to.

Considering Karina's level and skill, the weapon seemed excessive, but I couldn't bring myself to say that out loud.

As we were still reeling from the shock, Karina asked us:

"May I join you?"

***

When we finished dinner and left the restaurant, it had gotten quite dark outside.

'Why on earth would anyone spend two hours eating a meal?'

I had already left the restaurant and was sitting at an outdoor table drinking coffee, but the others were just now starting to come out one by one.

"Seems like he prefers being alone."
"He's just a loner."

Karina and Aelin showed completely opposite reactions.

The two of them seemed to have become quite close thanks to their shared love of Chinese cuisine.

From what I saw earlier, they also shared the trait of eating enormous amounts.

"By the way, unnie, did you tell Mom before coming here?"
"No? I didn't."
"You went to another country without saying anything?"
"Unlike you, I'm an adult. An adult."
"Even adults usually mention that kind of thing, don't they?"
"Well, I don't know about that."

Rachel was dumbfounded by Karina's shameless response.

Karina stopped the conversation and slowly approached me, still talking to Rachel.

"I'll be going now."

Just before she really left, Karina slipped a piece of paper into my pocket, unnoticed by anyone except me.

Then she gave me a meaningful wink and departed.

'A wink?.. What does that mean...'

I carefully checked the paper in my pocket.

This is what was written on it:

-By the time you become second-years, a major war will break out. Not just our country, but the Kainis Empire won't be safe either. So please train Rachel so she can survive on her own by then.-

And along with the reason she told me this, there was a phone number.

'Same party... and you seemed the strongest among them... really?'

What a ridiculous reason.

But more important than the reason was what she said at the beginning.

'A major war where even the Kainis Empire is in danger...'

I already knew it would come someday, but it was coming much faster than expected.

'By the time we become second-years...'

That's only about 10 months from now at most.

It seemed the Babylon Kingdom was already preparing for such a large-scale war.

And from what Riel and Karina said, the Orion Kingdom and Kainis Empire were also preparing for that war.

'Then what did Riel mean by the end of the first semester? Is it not as dangerous then?...'

If that's the case, the Babylon Kingdom will invade once at the end of the first semester on a not particularly large scale, and then invade again with an enormous force around the time we become second-years.

'Less than 3 months until the end of the first semester...'

At least the scale doesn't seem too large, which is fortunate.

"What are you thinking about?"

I stared at Rachel's face as she asked the question.

"Why... are you... looking at me like that...?"

Rachel blushed and lowered her head.

I said to the trembling Rachel:

"It's nothing..."
"Huh?"

I said to Rachel, who was looking at me with an expression that seemed to say, 'What's this guy doing?':

"I'll tell you later, when we're alone."
"Oh?.... Okay.."

For some reason, Rachel seemed to be having strange thoughts.

I left the red-faced Rachel behind and walked toward the dormitory.

'And what training... I'm feeling a bit anxious myself...'

***

As soon as I returned to my room, I called the number written on that paper.

"Hello?"
-Oh!? Is that you from earlier?-
"Yes, I called because I have something to ask."

Karina spoke with a bright voice that made it seem like she would answer anything I asked.

-Something to ask? What is it?-
"Will nothing happen before that war breaks out?"
-Did you call knowing everything already?-
"I didn't know, it's just a prediction, a prediction."

Karina spoke with a surprised voice.

-I'm a bit taken aback. Those guys will probably invade before you become second-years too. With a very high probability.-

It seems Riel's words were true.

"Then which side will the Persian Kingdom take in that war?"

The Persian Kingdom.

A race whose numbers are very few, but whose strength is beyond imagination.

The noble country of dragons that always maintains neutrality and never responds to any nation's call for help.

From the Persian Kingdom's standpoint, they always maintain neutrality, but the thoughts of the country's residents vary.

Some believe they should side with humans, while others think they should side with demons.

So in reality, some of the few citizens of the Persian Kingdom participate in wars as they please, without considering their country's circumstances.

-The country's official position is always neutrality, but... I'm not sure either.. It would be nice if they just stayed put...-

Since individuals often participate in wars following their own beliefs, it's impossible to make a definitive judgment.

I stopped asking such trivial questions and asked what I was really curious about.

"Why did you entrust Rachel specifically to me? There must be someone more suitable than me."

Karina said it was because we were in the same party and I was strong, but if that were the case, there was someone who would be more suitable than me.

Someone who was second to none in terms of reliability.

Yet Karina entrusted Rachel to me instead of her.

-Hmm...-

After contemplating for a while, Karina finally spoke.

-I think my sister has quite a crush on you.-

Ch.52 - 51. Midterm Exams (5)
# 51. Midterm Exams (5)

"Affection?"

Karina, thinking I might have misunderstood, quickly changed her words with a flustered tone.

I hadn't really thought much about it.

"No... no! That's not what I meant... how should I put this? I don't think I like him yet... but I feel like she really trusts you."
"Trust, huh..."

I hadn't really thought about it in that way.

"She seems closer to you than to Princess Elizabeth, and you two look really good together."
"Rachel and me?"
"Yeah, you two match well together."

***

'Match well together...'

The next morning after the exam, I was watching a strange female student who was only now checking her answers.

I wanted to ask what on earth she had been doing at the dormitory yesterday.

"Is this one number 3?"
"It's number 2."

Hearing that, Rachel slammed her desk hard.

The way her expressions shifted between joy and despair depending on the correct answer was quite entertaining.

After finishing her self-grading with all the emotional ups and downs, Rachel asked me:

"What were you going to say yesterday?"
"Yesterday?"

Rachel nodded with an expression devoid of any playfulness.

Rachel and I.

A tense atmosphere hung in the classroom where only the two of us remained.

In that tension, I quietly opened my mouth.

"Why did you transfer to our academy?"
"You probably already know to some extent, but I'll tell you anyway."

Rachel continued speaking in that quiet classroom.

"You know what situation our country is in, right?"
"Yes."

Currently, the Orion Kingdom is in a terrible state due to the war with the Babylon Kingdom.

The military power between the two countries differs significantly, and without the Kainis Empire, the Orion Kingdom would have already been conquered by the Demon King's army.

"Our country is weak, contrary to the Empire which has a proper education system in place."
"So you came here to learn about our country's education system and apply it to yours?"
"That's right, but that's not all."

It would take quite a long time to overhaul a chaotic education system.

However, it's nearly impossible to rely on the Empire until all that time passes.

"You want to become strong enough to buy that time?"
"You really do understand."
"But isn't it impossible for you alone?"

No matter how strong Rachel is or will become, it's too much for one person.

But she probably knows that fact better than anyone.

"You're right, it would be impossible alone. No, it is impossible."
"Then what will you do?"

Rachel, looking straight into my eyes, said:

"Help me a little."

Only then did I realize.

Just how much Rachel trusted me.

I smiled and asked Rachel:

"Can someone like me really make a difference?"
"Well... I'm not sure, but I think you'd be the most helpful person in this academy."
"Aren't you overestimating me? Besides, borrowing my power is ultimately borrowing the Empire's power."

Of course, from Rachel's perspective, she has no choice.

Rachel trembled as if anxious.

"..."
"But so what? It can't be helped, and it's not particularly bad, is it?"
"So then...?"

Rachel's incredibly small voice concealed great expectation.

"I'll help you as much as I can, within my capabilities."
"Thank you so much..."
"Let's do well together from now on."

I was originally planning to listen to Karina's words, but seeing Rachel's attitude made me even more determined to do so.

And.

'Shouldn't she be the one to become queen?'

The thought crossed my mind.

The person closest to becoming the next monarch is naturally the First Prince, but Rachel or Karina seemed more reliable.

Both in character and ability, Rachel and Karina were superior, but...

'Is being born earlier all that matters...?'

Of course, in our country, even if she was born after Leo, she would become Empress.

Rachel, who had been shy, asked me:

"Who are you fighting today?"
"I'm up against three second-year seniors today."
"So you really are fighting second and third years. What about the rest?"
"I'll face the third years tomorrow after the survival match."

The exam schedules for first, second, and third years are different, so it seems they had no choice but to do it tomorrow.

"Do you think you can win?"
"Um... I think I can win against all except one."
"One? Ah~"

Rachel seemed to have someone in mind.

"The Princess?"
"That's right. Honestly, I don't think I can win against her at all."

If I could break that ice wall with my own power, I might have a chance, but now it takes too much time to break even one.

There was also the option of going around in a different direction before the wall is built, but her magic casting speed is already fast, and my agility isn't that high.

While I was thinking about her, Rachel asked me:

"Do you like the Princess?"

I stared at Rachel with a blank expression.

"I'm asking because I thought maybe you didn't know."
"O-Of course I knew. You two aren't dating yet, right?"
"No."

Just as the atmosphere was becoming awkward, someone opened the classroom door and entered.

Chris saw the two of us as soon as he came in and said:

"Hi, huh? You two alone? Don't tell me you...?"
"Don't say weird things. We just happened to arrive early."
"How boring."

For some reason, Chris sat down looking disappointed.

After sitting down, he showed me his self-graded history exam.

"See this? I totally failed."
"Wow, it's raining on your exam paper."

Just as Chris had said yesterday, he seemed to have gotten only about half the answers right.

"Still, my average is a bit over 60."

He's naturally smart, so his grades weren't bad.

Considering that this exam was quite difficult, he would be above average.

"What about you?"
"I got two wrong."
"Two per subject? Fourteen in total?"
"No, two in total."

Chris, who looked as if he had lost a country, repeated my words in a tiny voice.

"Two... two in total... You really... Are we even friends?..."
"You won't drop from A-class anyway."
"That's not the point... What about being last place..."

His pride seemed to have taken a severe hit.

Reina looked at Chris, whose complexion resembled that of a dead person, and said:

"What's wrong with him?"
"He failed his exam, and I did well."

Chris pointed at me and said:

"This guy... got two wrong... just two..."
"Two? That's amazing. I got five wrong."
"Wow... five..."

Following Reina, Rachel also revealed her grades.

"I averaged 87."
"Were you not good at studying before?"
"I just did moderately well."

With each party member revealing their grades, Chris's expression grew darker.

And after hearing Eve's score last, Chris said as if resigned:

"Haha... I'm the worst..."
"You should have done better."
"Yeah..."

Chris sighed deeply and quietly cursed.

"Shit..."

Hearing that curse, I burst into laughter.

Chris asked me after hearing my laughter:

"Is it funny? Is it funny?"
"It's pretty hilarious."

Time passed quickly as we chatted.

And when the clock struck 9 o'clock, Gloria spoke:

"The exam locations for each subject are written on the blackboard. Please go to the appropriate place for your subject. The close combat tournament will begin after lunch today. When lunch is over, please come directly to the dueling arena."

Gloria left the classroom immediately after finishing her words.

We approached the blackboard at the front of the classroom to check our exam locations.

'It's the training ground.'

The practical exams for swordsmanship and martial arts are held at the training ground, and the practical exam for dungeon class is naturally held in the dungeon conquest room.

I asked Chris, who was checking his exam location:

"If we finish early, do we just rest for the remaining time?"
"Yeah, you can rest until lunchtime. Let's go quickly."
"Where do we take the holy power practical exam?"
"We have to wait until the close combat tournament for that."

It seems the exam involves healing students who get injured during the tournament.

"Then you and I have the same places to go."
"I'll wait for you during the swordsmanship practical."

Since we had the same classes except for holy power and swordsmanship, we decided to go together.

Chris and I headed to the training ground where we would take three exams combined.

"Do swordsmanship first. Let's do martial arts together."

Chris pointed to a bench in the distance and continued:

"I'll wait for you over there."
"Alright, thanks."

I went to the area where the swordsmanship practical exam was being held.

When I arrived, students who had come earlier were showing off their swordsmanship to the instructors.

There was nothing special about the scene itself.

However, seeing a certain middle-aged swordsman watching the students' swordsmanship made the scene feel somewhat special.

"Why is he here?"

Reina, who had somehow appeared beside me, answered my muttering:

"Who?"

It was a bit embarrassing that someone had heard my mumbling, but that wasn't important right now.

"Look over there, there."

Reina saw him and showed the same reaction as me.

"There? Huh!? Why is he here?"
"Exactly..."

Where I was pointing, the Black Knight Commander stood with his arms crossed, smiling in our direction.
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The Kainis Empire has knightly orders.

Black, White, Red, and Blue.

Four knightly orders in total.

Each order only admits members who possess the specific abilities they desire.

And these knights use their specialties to protect the nation from different threats.

The White Knights use holy power to fight against demon tribes, while the Black Knights use the abyss to counter celestial tribes.

The Red Knights combat insect tribes with flames, and the Blue Knights, specialized in defense, protect the nation from dragon tribes using water and ice.

Each knightly order has a Grand Knight who symbolizes their order.

These Grand Knights, known as the strongest of their orders, become the center of attention wherever they go and whatever they do.

'This will definitely make the news.'

I looked at the Black Order's Grand Knight who was walking toward me while receiving tremendous attention.

Ray Karis.

The Grand Knight of the Black Order and also Raycle's father approached me.

"Are you perhaps Albert?"
"Yes, that's correct, Black Grand Knight."
"Just Grand Knight is sufficient. More importantly, are you here to take the swordsmanship exam too?"
"Yes, I am."

Ray spoke while looking at my waist, which had nothing attached to it.

"I heard you're a swordsman, but where is your sword?"

Ray seemed to already know that I possessed [Sword of Pitch Darkness].

I looked at his waist, which was also empty, and said:

"Then where is your sword, Grand Knight? I understood you were a swordsman as well."

Ray smiled and summoned his sword.

His sword emanated an incredibly deep abyss.

By nature, the abyss grows deeper the more living beings one kills.

It's the opposite concept of holy power, which increases the more one believes in a certain entity.

"Your abyss is much deeper than I expected."

Unlike holy power, which can be released without any medium, the only way for humans to reveal their abyss is by using abyss-type skills.

And abyss-type skills like [Sword of Pitch Darkness] are so rare they're almost non-existent.

Even the most common abyss skills like [Blade of Darkness] or [Streak of Shadow] boast quite high difficulty in acquisition.

I do have [Blade of Darkness], but I don't use it because it's not very useful.

I used [Sword of Pitch Darkness], almost my only abyss-type skill.

"Huh?"

Ray seemed quite taken aback when he saw the sword I summoned.

"Impossible..."

Since the abyss accumulates in the mind rather than coming from stats or skills, my original abyss transferred completely when I regressed.

Certainly, it would be fair to say that almost no one at the age of 17 has accumulated this level of abyss.

Ray asked Gloria, the teacher in charge of the swordsmanship class:

"May I be this student's practical exam opponent?"
"Of course."

Ray and I moved to the center of the training ground, and everyone there stopped what they were doing to watch us.

Gloria was the first to speak.

"Skills are prohibited, but since you two are somewhat special cases, I'll allow that skill."

Gloria immediately gave the signal.

"Begin."

As soon as I heard the signal, I rushed toward Ray.

I thrust my sword toward the left side of his torso.

-Clang!-

However, Ray easily blocked my attack while simultaneously swinging his sword toward my head.

Many people seemed surprised by this.

'Usually, teachers are supposed to only defend, that's the rule.'

With the enormous difference in stats, I couldn't block that sword head-on.

So I turned my sword diagonally to deflect the attack.

'Now's my chance.'

The moment I deflected his attack, a large opening appeared, and I didn't miss it.

-Clang!-

I aimed for his shoulder, but Ray blocked my attack with a flourish.

He had given me an opportunity to attack by failing his own, but he overcame the crisis by using the difference in agility between us.

'Even if I was a little faster, it would have worked...'

The absence of stats was certainly painful.

After my attack was blocked, I quickly stepped back to create distance between Ray and myself.

Then I discarded the sword I had summoned and conjured a new one.

Ray looked at my new sword and said:

"A dagger?"

Holding a dagger, contrary to the greatsword Ray was wielding, I charged at him again.

-Swoosh!-

Ray swung his massive greatsword toward me as I approached.

However, with the dagger, I was now faster than before.

Thanks to my increased agility, I was able to dodge his sword, though it was a close call.

'Got it...'

By dodging his attack, the same situation as before unfolded.

But there was one difference.

Unlike before, I no longer lacked speed.

Using my enhanced agility, I tried to thrust my dagger toward his shoulder.

Of course, I would stop midway to avoid actually injuring Ray.

Ray looked into my eyes and said:

"Excellent."
"No! Ray, how could you attack?!"

Ray explained to Gloria, as if making an excuse:

"I was going to stop like the student did earlier, but he responded very well."
"You're too kind."

Ray looked at Gloria and said:

"His skill is certainly hard to believe for a 17-year-old."
"That's only because you were going easy on me."
"Going easy doesn't mean a 17-year-old can beat me. I can see why the notoriously picky princess took a liking to you."

Ray spoke to his son who had somehow approached his side:

"Looks like you've made a good friend."
"He's a monster, isn't he?"
"That abyss of his... even 'monster' is insufficient to describe it... By the way, how do these friends handle group combat?"

Gloria replied in a straightforward voice:

"Albert will participate in group combat with second and third-year students, and Elizabeth will be among them."

Ray asked me:

"Who would win if you fought the princess?"
"I would lose."
"Very honest."

Ray smiled and continued:

"Would you perhaps consider joining our knightly order?"
"I'm sorry."
"That's alright, I already knew."

Despite saying it was alright, Ray's expression showed considerable disappointment.

"Let me know if you ever change your mind."
"I will."

Raycle, who had been listening silently, said:

"That won't happen."
"Son, you never know about these things."
"There are some things you can know without even looking, though it's rare."

Looking at the father and son, particularly Ray, I suddenly had a curious thought.

'What happens if I use [Regressor's Privilege] and get [Sword of Pitch Darkness]?'

I wondered what would happen if I obtained the same skill twice.

I didn't know how many skills Ray had, but he probably had plenty of good skills besides [Sword of Pitch Darkness].

'It's a gamble worth taking.'

I carefully approached Ray and lightly touched his hand, using [Regressor's Privilege].

[Using Regressor's Privilege.]

[Target designated.]

[You will randomly acquire one skill from the designated target (Ray Karis).]

Unlike before, this time I couldn't predict which skill I would get.

I had become the Black Order's Grand Knight after Ray, but I didn't have much connection with my predecessor.

Since we rarely fought on the same battlefield, I didn't know what skills he possessed.

[Congratulations!]

I checked the identity of my newly acquired skill with a calm expression.

[You have acquired the skill [Sword of Pitch Darkness].]

I couldn't believe it, so I read the status window message again and again.

But no matter how many times I read it, the words [Sword of Pitch Darkness] remained unchanged.

And a few seconds later, the status window responded again.

[You already possess this skill.]

[When acquiring the same skill multiple times, the skill evolves into a higher-tier skill.]

[The skill [Sword of Pitch Darkness] has evolved into [Sword of Unfathomable Abyss].]

I checked the effect of the newly acquired skill [Sword of Unfathomable Abyss].

[Sword of Unfathomable Abyss (Unique)]

[Your abyss itself is summoned in the form of a sword.]

[The depth of your abyss is reflected in the sword.]

Ironically, the skill had no rank assigned to it.

'Does it depend on the depth of the abyss?'

Unable to contain my curiosity, I tried using the skill.

-Woong!-

When I used the skill, a sword materialized in my hand.

The sword, containing an endless darkness, changed the surrounding air as soon as it was summoned, and goosebumps covered my body as I breathed in that air.

I checked the performance of the sword that was even absorbing light.

[Sword of Unfathomable Abyss (One-handed Sword): S-]

[Increases the wielder's strength by 70 and agility by 70.]

[Allows the wielder to release their abyss.]

[This sword, which is the abyss itself, grows stronger by consuming the souls and mana of living beings.]

I stared at the message with my mouth agape.

'Is this even possible?'

The strength and agility boosts of 70 each would be enough to call it insanely powerful, but the descriptions that followed caught my attention even more.

I had never seen a skill that allowed one to release their abyss.

Even for abyss-type skills, they only revealed one's abyss or coated weapons with it.

But this skill's description clearly stated "release."

It meant I could use it like mana or holy power.

While I was blinking at this insane weapon, Ray asked me:

"What... what kind of skill is that?..."
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Ray, who had been examining my sword intently, said:

"Rather than a sword, it would be more accurate to call it the abyss itself..."
"It's a sword that reflects the depth of my abyss."
"Honestly, I'm envious..."
"Unfortunately, it's my unique skill."
"I look forward to our next meeting."

Ray handed me his business card and left.

When I dismissed the summoned sword, the abyss that had formed its shape was reabsorbed into my body. Chris, who had been watching the scene closely, said:

"That's so damn cool..."
"Me?"
"No? That sword, it's seriously badass. So you have three unique skills?"
"Not exactly. It's an advanced skill of [Pitch-Black Sword]."
"[Pitch-Black Sword] has an advanced skill?"

It's natural that Chris wouldn't know.

Even I, who had been using [Pitch-Black Sword] for a long time, didn't know there was an advanced skill.

After pondering something deeply, Chris shared his thoughts.

"No one has ever leveled up a unique skill to SSS+ before, right? Maybe if you level up [Pitch-Black Sword] to SSS+, it evolves into that skill you have? Like how [Leap] evolves into [Swift]."
"But I wasn't at SSS+?"
"Then I don't know..."

Chris's theory certainly had merit.

Of course, as Chris said, since no one had ever reached SSS+ with a unique skill, nobody knows if that's really how it works.

'I've only reached SSS...'

In any case, I didn't achieve this by reaching the highest rank.

'But then, do all unique skills have advanced forms?'

There was no one in all of humanity who could answer this question.

Not just humans, but including all other races as well.

Even living 400 years in a human body with exceptionally fast growth, SSS was the maximum I reached.

In fact, my rank hadn't increased for over a hundred years while at SSS.

'Perhaps it's impossible to go beyond that through normal methods?'

I couldn't help but wonder.

"Let's go take the exam for now..."

Since the martial arts practical exam was held in the training grounds like the swordsmanship exam, we could take it right away.

Chris, who had been waiting for me all this time, took the martial arts exam first.

***

After finishing the martial arts exam, we were heading to the dungeon conquest room for our final test.

"Why are you good at martial arts too?"
"I told you I learned from a friend?"
"Who?"
"Just someone I know."

I couldn't honestly say, 'I learned from you.'

Of course, even if I said it honestly, he wouldn't believe me anyway.

He truly never taught me, yet I genuinely learned from Chris.

"Introduce me sometime."
"That might be difficult..."
"Really? Then I guess it can't be helped. Let's hurry inside."

Chris entered the dungeon conquest room with an indifferent expression, and I followed him.

When we entered, we found Raycle already there, waiting for his turn.

Upon seeing us, Raycle sighed and said:

"You're so late..."
"I'm just asking, but were you waiting for us?"
"Don't misunderstand. I was waiting because the three of us have to take the exam together."

Hearing this, Chris replied with an incredibly annoying expression:

"So you were waiting after all."
"Shut up."

At that moment, the dungeon conquest teacher appeared behind Raycle, patting his head.

"Let's speak more nicely, understood?"
"Yes..."

The teacher explained about the practical exam.

"Kids, you don't usually clear dungeons alone, right?"
"...Well... that's true, usually..."
"Why are you looking at me?"

Chris and Raycle, who had been staring at me, quickly turned their heads away.

'I never go alone these days...'

Recently, I always clear dungeons with party members like Her Majesty or Rachel...

This is why prejudice is scary.

"You three are the most skilled among the first-years, right? And you get along well, so I've put you together as a team."

Normally, I'd want to ask, 'Shouldn't you have told us this a few days before the exam?'

'We need time to prepare... to practice together...'

I could tell from their expressions that both Raycle and Chris were quite dissatisfied too, but in the end, none of us said anything.

"So what's the difficulty level of the dungeon we'll be clearing?"

The teacher smiled at Chris's question and answered:

"Around B mid-level."
"Wait... B mid-level?"

A B mid-level dungeon was something even I couldn't clear.

Even with that skill, I didn't think I could clear one of that difficulty.

"Even the princess clears B mid-level dungeons?"

From B-rank dungeons upward, the difficulty increases dramatically with each level.

Even she can't clear B highest-level dungeons.

"You can do it."
"Why do you have so much faith in us? We're still first-years..."
"If the three of you clear a B mid-level dungeon, I'll give all three of you perfect scores."

Everyone exchanged glances after hearing "perfect score if you clear it."

In that strange atmosphere, Raycle asked the teacher:

"And if we can't clear it?"
"Then 95 points."

Upon hearing "95 points," Chris looked at us and said:

"Let's do it. This is a gamble worth taking."
"It's B mid-level—we could die if we mess up, you idiot."
"Why are you always so negative? Albert, what do you think? We should test out that sword's performance."

Certainly, 95 points was a good enough score.

And as Chris said, I was curious about the actual performance of [Sword of the Distant Abyss] in combat.

I also wanted to know what would happen when releasing the abyss.

"Alright, fine. Let's just do it."
"Nice! Raycle, get ready."

Chris seemed excited, while Raycle was reluctantly gathering his equipment.

I waited with Chris at the dungeon entrance for Raycle.

"Just charge forward, I'll heal you completely."
"Really?"
"Yeah, really."
"I'll try to dodge as much as possible."
"That would be helpful. Hey! Hurry up."
"I'm already here..."

Once Raycle arrived at the dungeon entrance, we finally entered.

'Huh?'

As soon as we entered the dungeon, we were transported to another location as if we'd gone through a portal.

The place we arrived at was a large forest with numerous dense trees.

I took a deep breath of the fresh forest air.

"A forest?"
"It's a field-type dungeon."

Field-type dungeon.

A dungeon where you need to complete missions given within a large field.

Soon, a mission would be delivered through our status windows.

"The air is amazing here."
"You're quite relaxed, aren't you?"
"Field-type dungeons aren't usually that difficult. We can take it easy."

Field-type dungeons are quite manageable up to A-rank, as long as they're not S-rank difficulty.

Usually, the missions involve defeating many relatively weak monsters.

"What if it's not about quantity?"
"Then we're screwed."

Typically, when bosses appear in field-type dungeons, you don't just fight one like in regular dungeons—you have to defeat at least 4-5 of them.

Sometimes it can even be in the double digits.

-Ding!-

A cheerful bell sound rang as the status window appeared.

We checked the message with tense expressions.

[Follow the map to the lair of the A-rank monster, Minotaur. Defeat 22 Minotaurs there.]

Everyone seemed to have checked their status windows, as they all wore expressions like they'd lost their country.

On behalf of the despairing duo, I picked up the map that had fallen to the ground.

The map roughly depicted the field, and when I infused it with mana, our current position was marked in green and the Minotaur's lair in red.

"This shows our position too. We need to head north for now."
"Hey... we can get back, right?"
"After defeating 22 Minotaurs?"
"Haha... easy for you to say..."

I asked them with a pathetic expression:

"Why are you both so scared? Are you going to die here?"
"Think about it logically... does this seem possible?"
"It's perfectly doable."

The fact that this was a field-type dungeon, meaning no one could enter to rescue us, seemed to have broken their morale.

"How long are you going to keep those expressions? I'm telling you it's possible."

It seemed they were so nervous because they'd never fought A-rank monsters like Minotaurs before.

Even if Chris couldn't, someone with Raycle's agility could probably take down about two on his own.

Of course, they wouldn't know that.

"If you just stop being so scared."
"Can we really do this?"
"Of course."

They seemed to regain some confidence after I assured them it was possible.

"Minotaurs have simple movements. They probably just have one large greatsword, and if you avoid that, you can win easily."
"What happens if we get hit?"
"Then you die."

Since Minotaurs are top-tier in terms of strength even among A-rank monsters, if you get hit, you'll die in one blow unless you have defense like Briton's.

"We have to accept this level of risk, don't we?"

Raycle, who had been nervously biting his lips, angrily said:

"Fine! I get it. Let's go quickly. Where is this Minotaur lair?"
"Wait! Are we really going?"
"You were the first one who wanted to go. Take responsibility."

Fortunately, Raycle seemed to have found the resolve to clear the dungeon.

'What about him?...'

I couldn't help but chuckle as I watched Chris being dragged along by Raycle's grip.
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Raycle glared at me and commanded.

"Hurry up and lead the way."
"Okay~"

I took the lead and crossed through the forest without any obstacles, heading toward the Minotaur's dwelling.

While we were moving diligently, a rabbit suddenly jumped out from the bushes right in front of us.

And that rabbit disappeared, fleeing from the spot while completely ignoring us.

"Wow, usually when this happens, some super strong monster jumps out next... Is this too cliché?"
"Your comment sounds like a cliché too."
"Of course there's no way such an obvious development would—"

In the middle of my sentence, an arrow shot from those bushes flew straight toward my face.

-Swoosh!-

It was a fast arrow enhanced with magical power.

I ducked my head at a precarious moment to avoid the arrow and simultaneously activated two of my unique skills.

"Surprise."

I approached the large bushes while activating [Mortal's End].

From inside the bushes came the sound of someone moving urgently.

I entered the bushes with my intimidation fully deployed and finally found the owner of that arrow.

But the owner of the arrow wasn't a monster.

"An elf?"

A girl who appeared to be about our age—except for her long ears, she looked human just like us.

The girl was shedding tears like white jade, completely terrified.

I immediately deactivated [Mortal's End], and she seemed to lower her guard a little.

As I waited silently, the girl bowed her head and apologized to me first.

"Um... I'm sorry... Suddenly... I felt an enormous magical power... I thought you were a monster..."
"I'm sorry too, when the arrow suddenly flew at me, I instinctively..."
"No! It was my fault... But by any chance... are you... 'human'?"
"Yes, that's right."

The girl looked at us as if we were fascinating.

I could hardly believe this was the same girl who had been crying in fear just moments ago.

"I've never seen humans before!"
"And I've never seen an elf before."

That wasn't entirely true since Gloria was an elf.

"Is this the Kingdom of Persia then?"
"How do you know about our country?"
"It's common knowledge in our country."

It was certainly a question befitting an elf who had little interaction with other countries.

Most elves rarely leave their own country.

In fact, elves like Gloria who live among humans are extremely rare, countable on one hand.

"That's impressive... Are you all on your way to our country?"
"No, we entered a field-type dungeon and fell into this place."
"Then perhaps your mission is...?"
"To defeat the Minotaur."

The girl hesitated for a moment before asking me.

"May I come along?"
"Of course."

***

On our way to the Minotaur's dwelling, we had quite a lot of conversation with the girl.

Her name was Luna.

She introduced herself as Luna Crystal.

'Luna Crystal...'

Surprisingly, she was someone I already knew about.

She was the princess and greatest military asset of the Kingdom of Persia, the country of elves.

In the past, after the war had completely ended and the Empire formed an alliance with the Kingdom of Persia, quite a few elves from the kingdom had crossed over to the Empire.

And I remembered seeing Luna when she visited the Empire's capital to commemorate that alliance.

'Somehow... she's different from the image I had in mind.'

Back then, she had a very mature, big-sister type of vibe, but now she was unmistakably a tomboy.

That tomboy was pointing at a large cave.

"I think it's over there."

In front of the cave Luna pointed to, five Minotaurs were standing guard to protect their territory.

"This is our chance. Everyone, prepare for battle."
"But with just five of them, couldn't you handle them alone?"

Chris certainly had a point.

"How could someone defeat five Minotaurs alone? He's only 17 years old."

Luna, despite her appearance, was quite a bit older.

Luna said she was 25 in human years.

Since elves typically live about four times longer than humans, being 25 in human years meant she was actually 100 years old.

"Please wait and watch from here."

I activated [Mortal's End] again and summoned [Sword of the Distant Abyss] in the form of a great sword.

Luna looked surprised when she saw the sword I summoned.

Ignoring Luna, I approached the group of Minotaurs.

"Hello?"

The Minotaurs charged at me as soon as they spotted me.

The first Minotaur to reach me swung its huge sword.

Looking at that greatsword, I suddenly wondered, 'Could I block it head-on?'

'Let's find out.'

I met the enormous sword head-on.

-CRASH!!!-

When the two swords collided, a tremendous sound rang out and a powerful wind rushed past me.

'This actually works...'

The sword's performance was certainly at an insane level.

It had even become a bizarre item that increased my strength by 100 when summoned as a greatsword.

Considering the ability boost from [Mortal's End], my strength was probably similar to or greater than the Minotaur's.

"Weaker than I expected."

I smiled and struck down on the Minotaur's sword with mine.

-Crack!-

In that moment, the Minotaur's sword shattered into pieces, and I aimed for the now weaponless Minotaur's neck.

-Slash!-

The Minotaur's head was separated from its body in an instant.

And my sword absorbed the head and body at an incredibly fast rate.

Having absorbed the Minotaur, the sword seemed unsatisfied, as if it wanted the others as well.

'But how do I release the abyss?'

I applied force to my hand in the same way I did when summoning the sword.

-Slither-

Along with an inexplicable feeling of emptiness, an even darker aura began to swirl around the already black sword.

As if entranced, I slashed the sword through the air.

A black slash appeared in the empty space and flew forward, cutting through everything in its path.

Stones, trees, and even Minotaurs.

Moreover, the life forms that lost their lives to that slash returned to me in the same form as the slash and were absorbed into the sword.

"Wow... what is this?..."

Even I, who had seen countless skills, had never seen anything like this in my entire life.

I once again enveloped the sword with the abyss.

Then I cut a large rock nearby.

-Slash. Slash.-

The rock was sliced apart as if it were a piece of paper.

I stared intently at the blade that seemed capable of cutting through anything.

'Could this cut through that ice wall too?'

Even her ice wall wouldn't be able to withstand this.

It might not cut as easily as this rock, but it wouldn't hold out for long either.

"Let's head back quickly."

I fed delicious food to the still-hungry child.

The child ate the food ravenously, and when I came to my senses, all the food had somehow disappeared.

But the child was still hungry, and I watched that sight carefully.

"Looks like you're still hungry."

I was looking at what seemed like my own reflection inside the sword.

It was just my reflection in the sword, but somehow it gave me chills.

It felt as if the abyss that had left me had formed into another me.

'Must be my imagination...'

I deactivated all my skills and went back to the others who were waiting for me.

"Are you really a monster? How did you just take down 22 of them by yourself?"

Luna asked us with rounded eyes.

"Are all humans as strong as Albert?"

Raycle and Chris shook their heads vigorously.

"No, he's just weird."
"Enough of that, let's go back now."

Just as I finished speaking, a status window appeared with perfect timing.

[Congratulations!]

[You have completed the mission.]

[A portal will be generated shortly.]

[Dungeon rewards will be distributed after returning to your original location.]

Almost immediately after that message appeared, a large portal was generated in front of us.

Raycle and Chris entered the portal as soon as it appeared.

Before returning, I said goodbye to Luna.

"I hope to see you again if the opportunity arises."
"Yes! Say hello if we meet again."
"Of course, I'm not rude enough to ignore a princess's greeting."
"What...? How did you...?"
"Until next time."

Leaving behind Luna with her bewildered face, I entered the portal.

As soon as I entered the portal, that nauseating feeling I had experienced when entering the dungeon returned.

"Ugh..."

About a minute passed, perhaps?

We returned to the place where we had been before entering the dungeon.

Raycle, who had returned through the portal before me, asked:

"Why are you so late?"
"Shouldn't you at least say goodbye before leaving? You inconsiderate jerks. But why is he like that?"

Raycle seemed fine, but Chris was vomiting profusely on the ground.

Raycle spoke as if he knew nothing about it.

"I don't know either."
"What's wrong? You were fine on the way there."
"This crazy bastard kicked me in the stomach..."

Raycle said with an aggrieved expression.

"Did I do it on purpose? I said I was sorry."
"If you're sorry, help me clean this up."
"Well, that's..."

I asked the teacher who was watching the scene with a pleased expression.

The teacher was holding a strangely shaped box, though I wasn't sure what it was.

"So we get full marks, right?"
"I'll give you a bit more, thanks for making sure everyone returned safely."

It seems Raycle had already explained to the teacher what had happened in the dungeon.

"It was what I had to do. More importantly, what you're holding, teacher. Is that our reward?"
"That's right, open it."

I immediately opened the box the teacher had been holding, and Raycle and Chris, who had been busy cleaning until just now, approached to see what the reward was.
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"Wow... it's freaking huge."

Inside that box lay a single enormous magic stone.

The size of the magic stone was quite remarkable.

Typically, magic stones are used for various purposes, such as extracting magical power to convert into electricity, making potions, or crafting items.

That's why magic stones are quite valuable, and hunters actually make their living by selling magic stones obtained from monsters.

Chris couldn't take his eyes off the magic stone as he asked the teacher.

"How much would this be worth?"
"About 200 million?"
"What!? 200 million!?"

While Chris was making a fuss, Raycle and I tried to figure out how to divide this magic stone fairly.

"Rock-paper-scissors for a fair split?"
"Don't talk nonsense! Let's just take one-third each."
"Coward..."

With Chris's firm rejection, it seemed we had no choice but to divide it equally.

"So that's 66.66 million won each?"
"What, is your ancestor going to pay the taxes for you?"
"Oh right..."

Chris belatedly realized the existence of taxes and looked disappointed.

Thirty percent of income earned from magic stones must be paid as tax.

"It's 140 million won, so 46.66 million won each."
"That leaves 20,000 won."
"You can have that."
"Nice!"

Chris might be one of the Empire's top diamond spoon kids, but he was still delighted over a mere 20,000 won.

"Let's go eat, I'm hungry."
"Sure, I'll keep this and send you the money when it comes in."

I put the magic stone into a small bag enchanted with storage magic.

Then I followed Raycle, who was already walking toward the cafeteria.

***

We quickly finished lunch and came to the dueling arena where the close combat trials were being held.

"Wow, it's been a while since I've been to the dueling arena."

Although the dueling arena existed, we usually conducted practice matches in the training grounds, so this was almost our first time here.

Typically, the dueling arena hosts official matches where something is at stake, rather than just training sessions.

"Raycle, wanna bet 10,000 won?"
"No."
"Why?"
"We'll have to fight each other later anyway."
"Scared?"

Chris's expression and tone were irritating even to me as an observer, and his provocation seemed quite effective on Raycle.

"Fine, let's do it. But not 10,000—let's make it 100,000 won."

I watched the scene unfold like a spectator watching a fire from across the river.

It's natural to jump up even from sleep to watch a good fire or a good fight.

The instigator of this spectacle asked me for a favor.

"Albert, be our referee."
"Alright."

As Chris requested, I climbed onto the arena to referee their duel.

"I, Albert Veros, will referee the duel between Chris Gabriel and Raycle Caris. The loser will transfer 100,000 won to the winner. Conditions for defeat are falling outside the arena, surrendering, or becoming unable to fight."

I raised my hand high in the center of the arena.

"Ready... begin!"

With those words, I quickly lowered my hand, and their 100,000 won duel began.

'But isn't 100,000 won too little?'

It was a very modest prize for a duel between rich boys.

Still, the level of the duel was not one where I could criticize them with thoughts like 'Shouldn't they bet at least a month's allowance?'

The fierce exchange that followed didn't seem like a duel between 17-year-olds.

Since both were martial artists who primarily used their fists, the fight was particularly intense.

-Thud! Thwack!-

Raycle's fists, enhanced by his unique skill [Body Like a Sword], could score meaningful points with just one hit.

However, Chris would not allow that to happen.

"Aren't you a bit too slow?"

Chris easily deflected those sharp fists coming toward him.

He fought by using his holy power and martial arts to drag out the fight.

His strategy was to endure until Raycle's magical power was depleted.

Some might call it a petty method, but I liked it.

It showcased Chris's belief that 'You do whatever it takes to win.'

"What are those people doing over there?"

I instinctively turned my head at the voice from beside me.

Rachel was standing there, watching their passionate match with apparent boredom.

"Betting 100,000 won."
"100,000 won? Everyone's being quite stingy."
"Well..."
"I heard the Commander came today."
"He helped me with the exam in place of the teachers."

Rachel seemed quite surprised by that.

"Eh? Did you meet him?"
"Yeah, briefly. He asked if I wanted to join the Knights Order."
"And?"
"Obviously I declined."

It was only after she died and I quit the Special Forces—twenty years later—that I became the Knights Commander.

I had no intention of joining the Knights Order now, though maybe later.

"Why? If you join, you'd have a free pass all the way to Knights Commander."
"I can do that without joining now, and the Knights Order isn't where I belong."
"Then where do you belong?"

When Rachel said that, I thought of her—the one who must be diligently taking her written exam right now.

I looked up at the sky and whispered quietly.

"I miss her..."
"Who?"

Rachel asked me while knowing full well who I was talking about.

"The most beautiful person in the Imperial Academy... no, in the world."
"Me?"

Rachel is certainly extremely beautiful.

But she chose the wrong opponent.

In front of the diamond that is Elizabeth Michael, everyone else is just a pebble on the street.

Rachel studied my expression and then asked with an incredulous face.

"Wait... did you have to look so serious about it?"
"Yeah, don't cross the line. You're plenty beautiful too... but that's just not it."
"B-beautiful?"

Rachel blushed at the compliment and turned her head to avoid my gaze.

"You are beautiful, of course."
"Who's beautiful? Me?"
"What's wrong with you all today?"

The owner of that outlandish question was Elin.

Elin spoke while looking at her reflection in a hand mirror.

"Someone like me... is plenty beautiful."
"You haven't forgotten what you said to me the night before the entrance ceremony, that you're inferior compared to me, right?"
"Shut up. Anyway, when does it start? I want to get this over with quickly..."

Elin took out her phone and checked her close combat trial schedule.

"By the way, who are you fighting? It won't be third-year middle schoolers, right?"
"Of course I'm fighting first-year high schoolers."
"Who are you up against?"
"Raycle, Chris, Reina, Senior Eve, and that bastard."

'That bastard?'

While I was thinking about who Elin would refer to that way, the person who most closely fit the description of 'that bastard' in the academy entered the dueling arena.

"Ah..."

Leo had a brief staring contest with Elin, then clicked his tongue and disappeared into the inner part of the dueling arena.

"You two get along so well."
"Me and him?"
"I think you two match well."
"Don't talk nonsense."

I instinctively cowered at Elin's fierce voice.

"Sorry..."
"You're really talking complete nonsense."
"But honestly, you two look good together. You even look similar—"

Before I could finish, Elin's magic hit me.

-Zzzap!-

"Ow!... Wait... that doesn't hurt much."

I instinctively made a strange noise when hit by her magic.

But it was surprisingly weak for her.

"I made it weak, that's why it doesn't hurt."
"Why so merciful? Usually I'd be bedridden for half a day."
"Want me to make it stronger?"
"No, that's not what I meant..."
"It's time now, hurry up and go find your arena."

Elin looked at her phone and disappeared somewhere, and I also took out my phone.

My phone showed when and where my match would take place, and who the referee would be.

"I should head there now."

I set off to find the arena number shown on my phone.

***

The teachers supervising Raycle and Chris's close combat trial observed the strange scene and commented.

"How long are they going to keep this up?"
"It should end soon enough."

Despite sweating profusely and breathing heavily, neither of them was willing to give up the duel.

As a result, the teachers acting as referees had no choice but to reschedule their other appointments.

Raycle asked his opponent, who was persisting like a cockroach:

"How long... *gasp*... *gasp*... do you plan to keep this up...?"
"This is... *gasp*... an exam now... I absolutely won't give up."

Chris charged at the magically depleted Raycle with a devilish smile.

Of course, Raycle didn't just stand there.

He grabbed the hand coming toward his head and lifted Chris's entire body.

Then he tried to throw him outside the arena.

"You crazy bastard! Put me down!"

Chris mercilessly struck Raycle's face while being lifted.

-Thwack! Thwack! Thud!-

Raycle endured well and gradually walked forward, but he lost his grip on Chris when he was just one step away from the edge.

"That was close..."

Chris approached him to put an end to this prolonged fight.

Then he threw a punch with all his might toward Raycle's face.

The normal Raycle would have easily blocked such a sloppy attack, but now he was too exhausted to even move his body.

Raycle, covered in wounds, looked at Chris's face as he threw the punch and said:

"You really... win in the dirtiest way..."

Chris's full-powered punch finally put an end to the mud-slinging fight.

-THUD!!!-
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From far away, I could hear enthusiastic cheers as if a concert was taking place.

'Are they still going at it? No way... that can't be...'

I thought of the faces of those I had left behind.

Just as guilt began to creep in for abandoning them, my opponent noticed my distraction and asked:

"Feeling pretty relaxed, aren't you?"

His tone suggested his pride was quite wounded.

Being a second-year student paired against a first-year seemed to really bother him.

What's more, this guy was a B-class student among the second-years—something of an elite.

"Sorry, I was just thinking about something else for a moment..."

Before I could finish my sentence, he used [Leap] and charged at me.

In preparation, I infused my sword with a small amount of Abyss.

-Clang! Crack!-

At that moment, his sword split in two with a loud noise.

Befitting his B-class status, his power wasn't bad, but that was about it.

Looking at his sword broken in two, he appeared to fall into despair.

"..."

I watched the scene without saying a word.

I had nothing to say, nor did I need to.

The only words I needed to say were:

"Do you wish to continue?"
"...I surrender."

The supervising teacher caught that small voice and concluded the duel.

'That was more anticlimactic than I expected...'

***

On the arena floor, a girl with brilliant, sun-like hair spoke to her opponent.

"Why don't you just forfeit? You're going to lose again anyway."
"Well..."

Leo quietly held his weapon, preparing for the upcoming duel.

"You're so persistent."

As Aelin said, Leo had tried to fight her at every opportunity.

Even after suffering overwhelming defeats, he would challenge her again and again.

Of course, Aelin didn't particularly view this positively.

"I'll end this quickly today too."

After Leo and Aelin both finished their preparations, the supervising teacher gave the signal.

"Ready... begin!"

As soon as she heard the signal, Aelin raised her staff and immediately cast a spell.

-Crackle!-

Brilliant lightning instantly engulfed Leo.

Leo had taken Aelin's second unique skill, [Judgment of the Heavens], head-on as soon as the duel began.

However, Leo didn't fall despite the powerful attack and instead charged toward Aelin to counterattack.

"Really... so persistent."

Aelin pointed her staff at him again, and shortly after, an even brighter light than before greeted him.

-Zzzap!!-

[A Brilliant Ray of Light] emitted enough radiance to fill the entire arena, simultaneously piercing through Leo's armor.

Having lost his armor, Leo took the light head-on and collapsed unconscious on the ground.

"He's being annoying..."

Aelin descended from the arena with an indifferent look, while those watching the duel admired her overwhelming power.

"What is she? She just demolished the Second Prince like nothing."
"I heard her brother is a real legend, supposedly on par with the First Princess?"

Aelin ignored the ridiculous rumors floating around and prepared for her next duel.

***

Thanks to finishing the first and second matches so quickly, I had about an hour left until my third and final match.

'I should go watch the others.'

I spent the remaining hour walking around the dueling grounds, observing my party members' duels.

Before seeing those duels, I naturally thought either Chris or Raycle would achieve a perfect 5-0 record, but I was completely wrong.

"Why are you so strong?"

Instead, the perfect record holders were Aelin and Rachel.

Clearly, their opponents lacked practical experience and were helpless against magic. The two most skilled mages among us had both achieved perfect records.

With this, Aelin's already good reputation improved even further, and Rachel proved her abilities.

"Indeed, looks like there'll be another news article."

The public seems very interested in the inner workings of the Imperial Academy, so even small events like this often make the news.

In fact, Aelin has appeared in quite a few articles and, ironically, has gained many fans who recognize her when she goes out.

"I even have a fan cafe now?"
"Really? Wow~ I'm jealous~"
"What's with that soulless reaction? Do you want to get hit properly like that guy?"

And Leo had apparently fainted after being hit by Aelin's magic.

That would probably make the news too.

"But wasn't it too harsh to make him faint?"
"He was wearing full armor when he got hit, so he should be fine. Probably?"

The "probably" was a bit concerning, but it wasn't really my business.

"By the way, when's your match? Everyone's making a fuss about how strong you've become, and I want to see just how strong."
"In 10 minutes at Arena 21."
"Who's your opponent?"
"A second-year senior named Drens."
"Oh!"

Aelin seemed to know this person.

"Who is he?"
"That senior is pretty strong. I think he's only had his first awakening, but he's really powerful."
"How does he fight?"
"With his fists, brutally. But he's incredibly strong. Probably the best fighter among the second-years."

If he fights with his fists, his unique skill is likely related to physical enhancement.

'Or maybe something like [Shockwave].'

[Shockwave], which allows one to attack opponents just by punching the air, is quite tricky to deal with.

Of course, that's only if your agility is lower than your opponent's.

If your agility is higher, your movements are faster than the shockwaves, so you can easily counter them if you know their direction.

'But if it's the opposite, that's the worst.'

If your movements are slower than your opponent's and you can't even dodge the shockwaves, you'll lose almost 100% of the time.

"But you'll win, right? You can just dodge [Shockwave]."

As expected, he was someone with [Shockwave].

Of course, [Shockwave] is a rather common unique skill.

"That's true."
"But seriously, what's your agility stat? How high is it that you can just see and dodge my skills?"

Come to think of it, it had been a long time since I'd checked my status window.

After a very long time, I opened my status window to check my stats.

Name: Albert Veros  Race: Human

Level: 131  Traits: Desperate Person, Regressor

Health: 66/66  Mana: 126/126

Strength: 34  Magic: 16  Agility: 45  Defense: 19  Magic Defense: 17

Skills: [Last Stand of the Mortal(Unique): B], [Sword of the Distant Abyss(Unique)], [Unwavering Faith: B], [Reinforcement: C+], [Swiftness: C], [Death Brings Life: E], [Absolute Loyalty: A-], [Regeneration: B], [Killing Intent Detection: D-], [Killing Intent Release: E], [Regressor's Privilege(Unique)(3): SSS], [Mage's Heart: E-]...

My stats had certainly increased rapidly thanks to the Empress's Spartan training.

'But I'm still focusing on agility and strength...'

I had the same stat distribution in my previous life.

My agility and strength were extremely high, but the rest of my stats were quite lacking.

However, I had control and skills to compensate for those deficiencies.

I...

'If I don't get hit, it doesn't matter.'

With that mindset, I invested nothing in defense-related stats and focused solely on agility.

In battle, I always approached with the intention of dodging everything.

Of course, that's still the case now.

I looked up from my status window and said to Aelin, who was watching me:

"My base is 45, but when I max it out, I can reach about 170."

If I draw [Sword of the Distant Abyss] as a dagger, that's 100, and if I activate [Last Stand of the Mortal] and [Absolute Loyalty] when I'm with her, I can reach that level.

However, Aelin naturally didn't believe me at all.

"Huh? Don't talk nonsense!"
"I'm serious!"
"Agility 170 is definitely a lie. Do you think I'd fall for that?"
"I'll show you when I fight that second-year senior. Though my maximum right now is 160."
"Fine, let's see how fast you really are."

Of course, it was understandable that Aelin couldn't believe it.

Having stats in the hundreds is almost impossible at our age.

Unlike me, there are people who exceed a hundred with pure stats alone.

'Didn't she say half her stats were invested in magic?'

Even when her level exceeds 200, her magic will be over 100.

Thinking about it, her stats were much more skewed than mine.

'She'd be helpless without magic...'

Of course, mages can have trouble against enemies with skills that create magic-nullifying zones, but in her case, it was a bit different.

Thanks to her unique skill [Ruthless Cold], she could cover those areas and make them her own territory, allowing her to use magic even against such enemies.

It was definitely a different combat style from mine.

"I'm looking forward to tomorrow."

I was curious about which team we'd face in the survival match tomorrow, how things would unfold, and I was also looking forward to dueling her.

Of course, I wasn't the only one looking forward to tomorrow.

"You're kind of annoying, but I think it would be good to be on the same team as you."
"If you and I are on the same team, we could manage even if Her Highness the Princess is on the other team."

Indeed, despite being annoying, Aelin was a formidable asset.

Especially in chaotic battles like the survival match.

"Ugh... that's cringeworthy."
"I give you a compliment and you act like this, seriously."
"Oh! He's here."

In front of me, Aelin, and the other party members who had finished their melee battles, the person called Drens appeared.

He had an impressive massive build with bulging muscles—the type people would call a gym rat.
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Drens pointed at me and said.

"Are you the one called Albert?"
"Yes, that's right."

He signaled for me to come up as he climbed onto the arena, and I followed him.

Once on the arena, I could see that quite a large number of spectators were watching us.

Not just our party members, but also students and teachers whose names I didn't know, and even reporters were watching our duel.

'Do I need to fight intensely?'

The atmosphere was creating that kind of pressure.

It was especially tense because everyone was just silently watching us without saying anything.

'It's... starting.'

In that tense atmosphere, Gloria, the teacher in charge of this match, climbed onto the arena.

"The one who leaves the arena, becomes incapacitated, or surrenders will be the loser."

It was something everyone already knew, but given the situation, I listened attentively.

"Ready... begin!"

As soon as the match started, Drens threw punches into the air at an incredible speed.

The [Shock Waves] created by those punches rapidly approached me.

They were invisible to the naked eye.

So I closed my eyes and concentrated all my senses.

'Faster than I expected.'

-Swoosh! Swoosh!-

Those [Shock Waves] were clearly targeting my head and heart.

But I reacted and narrowly twisted my body to avoid them.

Drens was quite taken aback by this surprising sight, as were the spectators watching the duel.

I smiled at Drens and used one skill.

-Woong!-

Unlike before, I summoned [Sword of the Distant Abyss] in dagger form, and as I expected, a weapon with impressive stats appeared in my hand.

'Dexterity 100...'

Even in my previous life, I had only raised [Sword of Darkness] to A+, so I had never held a weapon with such stats before.

In that state, I also activated [Mortal's End].

"Ugh..."

Everyone was quite bewildered by the sudden pressure that descended.

"What kind of skill is that?"
"I don't know..."
"It doesn't seem like simple [Killing Intent Release]... and his hair color too..."

For the sake of my overly talkative opponent, I rushed at him before he could finish speaking.

Thanks to my body that had become light as a feather, I was able to reach him in an instant.

To him, confused by my unexpected speed, I offered a piece of advice.

"Only those with overwhelming skill can afford to be so relaxed during combat."

I attacked him using only one arm and both legs, without using my dagger.

I caught his incoming punch with one hand and strongly kicked his thigh with my leg.

"Ugh!..."

The stat boost wasn't just for dexterity; even though it was a dagger, it increased my strength by 40.

Drens clutched his kicked thigh, barely enduring the pain.

"If this were a real battle, you'd already be dead."

I stood still watching him, but in a real fight, I wouldn't be this kind.

Unless I were a psychopath who enjoyed seeing others in pain.

"Shut up!"

Drens, perhaps angered, shouted loudly and punched the air once more.

Still clutching his thigh with one hand.

"Please bear with it and get up."

I dodged the [Shock Wave] flying toward my face with just a slight tilt of my head, and kicked him squarely in the abdomen while he was still pathetically holding his thigh.

"Gahk!..."

Drens collapsed on the spot, spitting blood, and just like before, was busy nursing his injury.

I deactivated all my skills and quietly watched him.

"You psychopath..."
"That's not it, I just lost the will to continue."
"Aren't you being too careless?..."
"Didn't I tell you earlier? Only the strong can afford to be relaxed, which means 'the strong are allowed to be relaxed.'"
"What an annoying bastard..."

Looking at him glaring at me with resentful eyes, I asked.

"So when exactly are you going to surrender?"
"You son of a b*tch!"

Unable to contain his anger, he finally threw a punch directly at me.

It was certainly a better choice than before, but it was too late.

'You should have done that from the start...'

-Thud!-

I kicked his chest hard again, and he flew out of the arena.

As soon as the duel ended, Gloria announced the winner, and with that, today's final duel came to an end.

Party members and reporters bombarded me with questions as I left the arena.

"What was that just now? And what was that sword?"
"I heard you're siblings with Miss Aelin, is that true?"
"We heard you're also acquainted with Princess Elizabeth..."

I sighed deeply at the bizarre scene.

'I really hate this...'

***

In the quiet library, she handed me a mug filled with a beverage.

"It's tough, isn't it?"
"Very tough..."

Spending about an hour under that relentless barrage of questions had been absolutely exhausting.

Still, seeing her face after so long somewhat healed my tired heart.

She smiled maturely, as if she understood everything, and said.

"Now that you've become a bit famous, it'll only get worse."
"You must be very tired..."
"Still, I'm glad that people are recognizing me."

She was never the type to talk to anyone about her stress or troubles.

She always seemed to suffer alone and swallow her pain by herself.

'Finally showing some emotion, it was getting frustrating to watch...'

I sipped the drink and listened attentively to her story.

"Originally, Riel was the only person who knew, and even with Riel, I tried to hide it as much as possible to avoid worrying her... but somehow, I don't want to hide things from Albert."

My face grew hot from the suddenly sweet atmosphere.

"It's really strange... I've never had anyone like that before."
"You're being unusually forward today..."

Maybe it was just my imagination, but her violet eyes seemed to shine even brighter today.

"Am I?"
"Yes..."

When I answered in a small voice, she averted her gaze and asked.

"Does Albert find my behavior burdensome?"
"N-no?!"

I realized I had answered too loudly and felt a bit embarrassed.

I fanned my heated face and said.

"I actually like it, but... it's such a new side of you that I need time to adjust..."

This side of her was too dangerous for my heart.

In fact, my heart was already beating wildly out of control.

"That's a relief then..."
"..."

The mood and timing were perfect for a confession, but for someone like me with absolutely no dating experience, it was simply impossible.

All I could do was look at her relieved face and sigh with relief myself.

As I was marveling at my own pathetic state, she asked an unexpected question.

"How does Albert think of me?"

Hearing that question, I was so shocked that not only my brain but even my heart seemed to stop, but after taking a deep breath.

I answered calmly.

"I think you're very beautiful and trustworthy..."
"That's quite an unexpected answer... I thought you'd say something like 'I like you' or 'Why are you asking when you already know?'"
"I thought you'd already know that I like you, so I didn't mention it. Did you want to hear it directly?"

Her words made me a bit more composed.

But even that small composure didn't last long.

It shattered with just one sentence from her.

"Yes... I want to hear it."

Seeing her say those words with such a shy expression made my heart start racing uncontrollably.

-Thump! Thump!-

It was beating so loudly that I could hear it even if I stayed still.

'Calm down...'

I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.

I was still in a serious state, but I had calmed down a bit.

At least enough to say those words.

I carefully opened my trembling lips.

"I... I like you..."

After saying that, I immediately turned my head to avoid her gaze.

I don't know what state I was in, but it certainly wasn't normal.

"Thank you, but you're being very shy."
"I've never... done this before."

In reality, I had been a workaholic who had never experienced romance in my life.

"Were you single all your life?"
"Of course..."

She smiled at the mention of being single.

"That's a relief, I've been single all my life too..."
"But really... why are you like this today?"
"You seemed to be having a hard time today... so I thought it was an opportunity."
"Op... opportunity?"

I didn't understand the hidden meaning behind the word "opportunity."

Or more precisely, I was pretending not to understand.

And in that ripe atmosphere, in the quiet library.

In that picture-perfect situation, she looked like she had something to say to me.

That "something" was certainly closely related to the "opportunity" she had mentioned earlier.

But I had been thinking about that opportunity too.

Ever since I met her, in fact.

In the situation she had set up, I tried to gather a bit of courage.

To seize the opportunity she had provided, I slowly opened my mouth, before she could speak.

"Princess, there's something I want to say."
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To me, she was always a special existence.

No matter where I went or what I did, I kept thinking about her and always wanted to see her.

Both when she was alive and when she was dead.

I always wanted to see her and devoted my entire life to loving her.

Although that love never bore fruit, it was fine back then.

Even though we had an awkward relationship, she already had someone from the beginning.

Considering her position as Emperor, she could have had multiple spouses, but she didn't.

Even if she didn't love her spouse, she at least maintained a minimum level of courtesy.

That fact was so heartbreaking.

Still, I kept that love, that desire hidden until the end.

Until she died.

'What a pathetic man...'

I critically lacked 'courage.'

I had always lived satisfied with the situation.

I was happy just being able to stay by her side and grateful to be able to fight alongside her.

Her smile wasn't directed at me, but I was satisfied just being able to see that smile and didn't indulge in any greater desires.

But something changed the situation.

'Her death...'

When the monarch I had devoted my entire life to loving passed away, I, her loyal subject, fell into despair.

At first, the fact that I couldn't protect her gave me a sense of despair as if I had lost everything in the world.

But fortunately or unfortunately, that despair didn't last long and gradually faded away with the natural passage of time.

And that vanished despair returned to me in another form.

'It's... all because of them...'

If at first it was despair because of "me" who couldn't prevent her death, then next came anger toward those damned ones who directly killed her.

But even though that anger found me, there was nothing I could do.

The opponents were an alliance of three kingdoms, and we had lost our greatest strength.

Still, I didn't give up.

If before I had lived each day to protect her, after her death, I endured each day to avenge her.

Rather, during the days when I longed for revenge, I worked harder and pushed myself more.

After ten grueling years of hardship, I finally stood before those bastards.

On that day when I successfully avenged her... I felt an indescribable sense of liberation.

'But...'

If I were to ask myself, "Did I live happily without regrets afterward?" I could say with certainty:

'I did not.'

Even after avenging her, nothing changed.

The fact that she was dead and that I would never see her again remained the same.

And it was only when I realized this that I harbored one desire.

A simple yet absolutely impossible desire.

'I want to see her...'

In truth, I probably had this desire even before realizing it.

It was just buried under anger and despair, so I couldn't recognize it.

The skill that appeared almost immediately after her death proved this fact.

I lived my life with the single desire to see her again.

'How can I meet her?... Would dying work?.. Is it impossible to bring back the dead?..'

Countless such questions swirled in my mind.

But I couldn't answer any of them.

Not even until my death.

When my time came, I looked back on my chaotic life and resigned myself.

'This is as far as I go... I tried everything I could..'

I rationalized.

But in my hectic later years, I had forgotten the final possibility.

The existence of that skill called [???].

The skill that had been gradually increasing in rank throughout my chaotic life finally crossed an insurmountable mountain at the threshold of death.

There was one common knowledge everyone in this world knew:

'The maximum rank for skills is SSS+.'

It was a mundane statement attached to the description of any skill.

But even that description was missing from this skill.

Of course, I only realized this just before dying.

'Please...'

Upon realizing this, I once again harbored hope, desire.

The dream I had held since my bright young days.

I decided to trust this mysterious skill with its puzzling EX rank, even if it meant being deceived.

And as a result...

"Where am I?"

I returned to the past.

After a long wait, an opportunity to fulfill my desire had arrived.

So I tried my best to seize that opportunity.

I shed the excess weight and cultivated my once weak body.

To meet her, I enrolled in the academy she attended.

And in that process, I finally met her.

"I saw the hope of this world."

She was there before me—the driving force of my life, my hope, my very desire.

Seeing her looking at me, I couldn't contain the overflowing emotions.

Those emotions moistened my tear ducts, which had dried up since her death.

Even after fulfilling my long-held desire, I spent much time with her.

And within those times, a different desire from before grew.

'Could I get closer to her in a different way in this life?'

That desire might have been there from the moment I first returned to the past, just like before.

But even before that... I had such a desire in my previous life too.

'Could I date the Empress? I'm confident I could treat her better..'

But back then, I didn't bring out such desires.

More precisely, I couldn't.

Just because there's a goalkeeper doesn't mean a goal can't be scored, but I wasn't the striker to score against such a goal.

And she wasn't a goal that would allow such a shot.

'Then in this life?'

It wasn't an easy goal.

That goal was the hardest to score against in the empire.

But it wasn't entirely impossible either.

So I waited and waited.

I wanted to confess much earlier, but the situation wasn't right, and I lacked the courage.

But this time, that once impenetrable goal kindly created a situation where I could score.

'Now... might it be possible?'

Asking myself that question, I spoke to her.

"Princess, there's something I want to tell you."
"W-what is it?"

The romantic atmosphere and her shy demeanor seemed to answer that question.

And that answer gave me the 'courage' to indulge in my desire.

"I like you, Princess."
"Y-you already said that earlier..."

The same words, but not the same meaning.

Clearly, they both expressed liking, but to me, the two statements were distinctly different.

Earlier was my honest feelings toward her.

And now was the 'courage' to pour out the desire I had built up all this time.

"So, about that..."

Looking at my reflection in her trembling purple eyes, a much-improved version of myself compared to before, I continued.

"Would you consider dating me?"

Upon hearing those words, she hid her reddened face and asked.

"What?! So... suddenly?!"
"Suddenly? I've been holding back for too long..."

I had been holding back for far too many years.

"And you also had something to say, Princess. I think what you wanted to say wasn't much different from what I just said."
"That's...."

Judging by her expression, it seemed she was indeed going to say something similar.

Seeing her flustered expression somewhat eased my tension, allowing for a more relaxed conversation.

"Did I beat you to it?"
"Well... you could say that..."

She readily admitted it.

I had somewhat known it already, but hearing it directly from her was refreshing.

'The Empress likes me too...'

I felt a happiness that my current self couldn't fully contain.

Somehow, I also felt a sense of pride.

But that alone wasn't enough.

I wanted to hear something more definitive, so I urged her.

"So, what's your answer to my confession?"
"J-just a moment...! I'm not... mentally prepared yet..."

She was slowly gathering her composure, and I watched her silently.

Her current appearance was incredibly lovable.

Her blushing face, her slow deep breaths, her shy attempts to avoid my gaze while still trying to meet my eyes.

Every action was so endearing.

I almost felt guilty for being the only one witnessing this spectacle.

'Indeed... too dangerous for my heart.'

Calming my heart, which was eagerly asserting its presence, I waited for her words.

The waiting time, which felt like an eternity but was objectively not long at all, soon came to an end.

She slowly opened her mouth.

"As you know... I'm a princess... I'm quite demanding, my personality isn't the best, and I might often go to Albert to throw tantrums and act spoiled... is that okay with you?"
"Of course."
"When I become Emperor, it'll be worse. We won't see each other much, and I'll always be busy. I'll try my best, but I'll make you go through a lot, you know?"
"Then won't our relationship become even more special during the times we can't see each other? And as for hardships, I'm already prepared."

Not seeing her? I've already endured that for hundreds of years.

I've been through thick and thin.

"...You're much tougher than I thought..."
"Do you dislike such a person?"
"N-no, so about that... can you say those words again? It's embarrassing for me to say it first..."

I readily repeated those words once more.

"I like you, Princess. I like your somewhat cold demeanor as a princess, your warm and gentle side as an academy senior, your powerful presence as a first-class magician, and even your flustered appearance before me now. I'm confident I can also love you when you're overwhelmed with sadness and grief, crying your heart out."

Looking at her purple eyes that met my gaze and her reddened eyelids, I continued.

"So, please date me."

Wiping the tears that fell one by one, she answered the confession.

"Yes, alright. I'm in your care from now on... boyfriend."
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I asked her as she wiped away her tears.

"Are you crying?"
"A little... I'm touched. I've never heard words like that in my life."
"I've... never said such things before either."

Thinking about it again, those were really cringe-worthy words.

'How did I even say such things?'

That was the level of doubt I was feeling.

However, those doubts and embarrassment completely vanished with just one sentence from her.

"If it's not too burdensome, please say such things... often. I'm not very good at expressing myself."
"Understood, my girlfriend."
"...What!?"

She was quite flustered by my addressing her as "my girlfriend."

"You seem very surprised, even though it's no different from what Your Highness said earlier."
"You're coming on... too strong."
"Do you dislike that sort of thing?"

She looked directly into my eyes while blushing and said:

"No, I like it..."
"That's a relief then."

As we were enjoying this sweet atmosphere—

-Ding!-

Both our phones rang simultaneously.

For a moment, we looked at each other before taking out our phones.

On our phones was a message along with a chart:

-Team assignments for the Survival practical exam tomorrow, Friday, May 7th.-

The Survival exam typically divides approximately 9,000 students into 45 teams, balancing them based on objective evaluations of students' abilities at the Academy.

'9,000 people...'

It's certainly an event of enormous scale, with all middle and high school students at the Academy participating.

In the Survival set, 45 teams engage in fierce battles against each other, and students are evaluated based on their performance in these bloody confrontations.

Since the process rather than the result is evaluated, even if you're eliminated quickly, you can still receive a high score if you performed well during your participation.

Of course, to get a perfect score, you need to both perform well and survive until the end.

The Survival exam accounts for 40 percent of the total grade, making it extremely important.

'So which team am I on?'

I quickly scanned through the long list.

My name didn't appear until the very end, where I was assigned to team 46, and only her name and mine were listed on that team.

'Team 46?'

I asked someone who would have much more experience with the Survival exam than me.

"Aren't teams supposed to end at 45?"
"That's right... Team 46? Let me check."

She called someone, and the person on the other end answered immediately.

She put the call on speaker mode and asked:

"Hello? Professor."
-Yes, Elizabeth.-
"I called because I have a question about the Survival teams."

The professor was the homeroom teacher for the 3rd year A class in high school and the person in charge of the Survival exam.

He seemed to already know why she had called.

-Is this about Team 46?-
"Yes."
-I was actually about to contact both of you regarding that matter.-

As expected, he knew and explained why the teams were divided that way.

-From our perspective, we determined that both student Elizabeth and student Albert possess overwhelmingly superior skills compared to other students.-

We listened attentively to his explanation.

-It goes without saying for Elizabeth, and as for Albert, he also demonstrated overwhelming skill in today's close combat with the second-year students.-

She looked at me as if asking if it was true, and I nodded.

-We also believe that neither of you has shown your true abilities yet. Therefore, we thought it would be unwise to hastily place you in other teams, so all professors gathered to discuss this issue.-

This time, she asked him a question.

"And as a result, the opinion to form a team with just us to evaluate our true abilities was adopted?"
-That's correct. What do you think about this, Elizabeth? If either of you has any objections to our decision, we can look for another solution even now.-
"I'm fine with it."

After hearing her opinion, he immediately said:

-Then I'll call Albert to—-

I spoke before he could finish.

"That's fine, I'm right here beside her."

I immediately shared my thoughts on the method.

"I don't mind either. It's a good approach."
-Thank you...-

He sighed with relief in a trembling voice, and she bid farewell to the professor.

"Then I'll see you tomorrow, Professor."
-Yes, understood.-

After the call ended, she put her phone back in her pocket.

"By the way, which second-years were they?"
"I don't remember the others well, but I fought with a senior named Drens, who looked very athletic."
"Ah~ But you won against all of them?"
"Of course."
"Rachel told me you've gotten incredibly strong... I wonder how strong exactly."
"You'll find out tomorrow, won't you?"

She smiled and said:

"I guess so. I'll look forward to it."
"But..."

When I paused mid-sentence, she looked puzzled.

"What is it?"
"Well... we're dating now, right?"

When I mentioned this fact, she blushed and answered:

"Yes... that's right. So?"
"Are we going to tell other people about it? Or keep it a secret?"
"Come to think of it, I hadn't thought about that..."

It was a more important matter than I'd realized.

She was the first to speak up about it.

"To be honest, I want to tell others."
"May I ask why?"
"You already know..."
"What? Me?"

I had some ideas.

Still, I wanted to hear it from her, so I was going to wait until she explained.

That was my intention.

However...

"Don't pretend you don't know..."

I gave in to her coy expression and aegyo-laced tone.

"You mean the advances from other men are burdensome, right?"
"Yes... honestly, it's exhausting..."

My guess was correct.

Certainly, a woman like her wouldn't be left alone by men.

"I've been rejecting them all, but it's getting worse."
"I don't mind either way. Actually, I prefer making it public."

To be honest, I wanted to show off a little.

How many people wouldn't want to brag about dating the Imperial Princess?

"Really? That's a relief. But how should we make it public?"

There are many ways to make it public.

But directly announcing it isn't really the best method.

"There are many ways, but officially announcing it directly is premature."
"That's true, so how..."
"Your Highness uses social media, right?"

Of course, all she posted on Instagram were books she'd read, poems she liked, and cute animal photos.

"We'll post it there."
"Post what?"
"Your selfies, of course."
"How will that let people know we're a couple?"
"That alone won't be enough."

She tilted her head and asked:

"Then what?"

"I'll post selfies on my social media, and you'll post selfies on yours, but there's one important thing."

I continued speaking to her, who still hadn't caught on.

"We create a common element in those photos. For example, wearing matching rings or taking photos at the same location."
"I didn't know about that method. But for that..."
"Yes, we need to get couple rings and go on dates."

Actually, just posting a photo of us together on one of our social media accounts would be enough to let people know to some extent, but...

'That would be a shame.'

Though it's more troublesome, this way we can make it clear and also go on dates together.

"You're very subtle about asking me out on a date."
"You're quite perceptive about these things."

She must have received many date requests before.

Of course, given her personality, she probably didn't accept any of them.

"Still, it was refreshing. I almost didn't catch on."
"So, are you accepting my date request?"

She answered with a warm smile:

"Of course."
"Do you remember the bet we made before?"
"About buying me an item?"

Fortunately, she remembered.

"Yes, that one. I'll get couple rings for that. I'll buy really expensive ones with good stats."
"That's a good idea. Let's go together later. They'll be extremely expensive... so don't feel burdened."
"I'll... try not to."

Originally, I had plenty of money and used to spend quite a bit on accessory-type items, so I was confident I wouldn't be surprised by certain price ranges.

Of course, it was clear that the price would exceed "certain" ranges.

She was busily searching for something on her phone and asked me:

"What color do you like?"
"Purple."
"Oh!? I like purple too."
"What a coincidence."

I wanted to say, "That's why I like it," but I couldn't.

'When should I tell her about that?'
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I am from that distant future.

A person from over 300 years in the future.

Yet she doesn't know this fact.

I'd like to just tell her the truth.

But it's not time yet.

True, we've become lovers now, but that doesn't mean we've grown close enough to share that fact.

Of course, I'll have to tell her someday, just not now.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"I was just spacing out..."
"I don't think so..."

Looking at her, I wondered:

'How would she react if she knew the truth?'

My past life, the 'me' and 'her' in that life, my desires and that story.

How would she react if she learned about all of it?

"Why are you looking at me like that?..."
"I just want to look at you. Besides, it's getting late. We should head back now."

Checking the time on my phone, it was already past 9 and approaching 10.

"It's already 9:30..."

After wrapping things up, she and I left the library where we'd spent so much time and headed toward the dormitories.

Breathing in the cool night air, she said:

"We've walked together like this so many times, but today feels different."
"It certainly does."

The only thing that had changed was our relationship, but it felt like everything was different.

We walked side by side, matching our pace.

I looked at her hand next to mine, moving at the same speed as me.

'Should I hold it?'

Before my mind could even answer that question, my hand had already reached for hers.

I gently held her hand and gazed contentedly at her bashful reaction.

"You're... quite forward."
"I wanted to hold it."
"Actually... so did I."

I interlaced my fingers with her slender ones.

The warm, soft sensation transmitted to my rough hands.

"Next time, you do it, Princess."
"M-me?"
"Yes. Even if you're awkward at first, expressing yourself little by little will make you more comfortable with it."

Of course, it's not like I'm skilled from lots of experience.

"I'll try..."

She lightly touched my hand while our fingers remained interlaced.

"You have a lot of calluses."
"Evidence of hard work."

Though my hands were much softer than in my previous life, they were still far from being gentle hands by any absolute standard.

"You should take better care of yourself..."

There was something unnatural about her as she said those words.

"That's not possible. You know what's coming."

I appreciated her concern, but this was a time when I needed to push myself to become stronger, even at the cost of overexertion.

There were things I already knew would happen, and things I didn't.

"Do you know something?"
"If you're referring to the fact that the Babylon Kingdom will invade about twice within the next year, then yes, I know."
"How did you find that out?"

I didn't want to evade the question, and this was something I could share.

"If you ask Riel, you'll know."
"Riel told you?"

I nodded in response to her question instead of answering verbally.

She was puzzled by my relaxed attitude.

"You seem very calm about it. Are you confident?"
"Are we supposed to stop them?"
"We might have to. There's no guarantee they'll only push toward the Academy, right?"
"That's true."

As she said, the enemy wouldn't just deploy forces toward the Academy.

They would divide their massive forces to attack multiple locations, and our forces would be split accordingly.

"We'll end up fighting too, but honestly, I'm confident."
"Where does that confidence come from?"
"First, my skills and our party members, and among them, Princess, you're the most reliable."
"I feel the same way."

She gave me a bright smile, and that beautiful image, like a full moon in the night sky, was imprinted in my mind.

I was so captivated by her beauty that even when we arrived at the dormitory, I couldn't take my eyes off her.

Noticing my gaze, she awkwardly said:

"Um... we're here..."

Looking at the large building beside us, I replied:

"...So we are. See you tomorrow."

I waved to her, and she waved back.

After confirming she had entered the women's dormitory, I went into the men's dormitory.

'Today felt really long...'

The day had passed as if it were ten days.

I thought I could finally go to my room and sleep, but a familiar scene blocked my way.

Chris, looking quite tired, said to me:

"You're back late."
"I'm really exhausted today..."
"So?"
"Can't we just sleep now and talk tomorrow...?"

Raycle's firm voice cut me off:

"No. Come here quickly."

Raycle was pointing at the remaining seat.

I sat down slowly with a deep sigh.

"What do you want to know?"

Hearing my words, Chris made an irritated expression and said:

"Everything from how you got so strong to your library date today."

It was so absurd that I immediately stood up.

"Where are you going?"
"I'm going to bed."

If I had to tell them everything, I might as well give up on sleeping tonight.

And I didn't want to do that.

As I tried to go up to my room, Chris grabbed me.

"Hey, at least tell us how your date went today."

It was a sensitive topic to discuss, but if that was all they wanted, it was worth telling.

"Fine... I'll only tell you about that."

***

At the same time.

The same situation was unfolding on the other side.

In the first-floor lobby, Aelin, Riel, and Rachel were playing a board game, and they warmly welcomed her as she entered the dormitory.

Riel was the first to speak:

"You're very late. You said you'd be back by 7."

As Riel said, she had promised to return by 7, but it was now 10:30.

"There was a slight schedule mix-up..."
"A mix-up... you mean a date?"

She looked at Rachel unnecessarily and said:

"I suppose you could call it that."

***

Friday morning.

I was tense because of the survival test, and in that situation, Gloria conducted the morning assembly as if nothing was unusual.

"As you all know, today is the survival test. Please gather with your teams at the set by 9:30 at the latest. Note that if you're not there by then, you'll receive zero points."

Gloria ended the assembly simply and left the classroom.

After she left, the students discussed the upcoming survival test.

I asked the two of them:

"Which team are you guys on?"
"I'm on team 44."
"Me too."
"So you two are on the same team..."

Normally, I might have been wary, but the circumstances were very different this time.

Chris looked at my relaxed expression and said:

"I really think your team will survive until the end..."
"Ah~ It's not that certain."
"Don't say that with that expression."

My thought of 'What an obvious statement' must have shown on my face.

"Still, we're only two people. That's a hundred times different from your team."
"So what? You're worth a hundred fighters, and the Princess is worth about a thousand."

As Chris said, she shows impressive strength even in one-against-many battles.

Especially her detection ability through [Bitter Cold] will be very useful.

"Let's go now. We should get there around 9:10."

Since there was no downside to arriving early, we decided to leave right away.

So we left the classroom to head to the set where the survival test would take place.

As we exited, an ordinary corridor greeted us.

However, I noticed something unusual in that ordinary corridor.

She was waiting for me in the hallway in front of our classroom.

"Were you waiting for me?"

She quietly nodded, and I immediately approached her.

"Have you been waiting long?"
"I just got here."
"Why were you standing here? You could have contacted me on the way..."
"I should have done that..."

We chatted about various things as we headed to the set.

"Everyone's already here."

As she said, many students had already arrived, and they were gathered in teams, talking about various things.

And several people were quite blatantly glaring at her and me.

"Is this kind of treatment normal?"

Those unpleasant stares made me feel like a monkey in a zoo.

"This is just the basics."
"How... uncomfortable."

Looking at the 11 teams vigilantly watching us, she said:

"All those teams together make 2,200 people. We can win, right?"
"Is it just my feeling that you could win alone, Princess?"
"I'd lose if I ran out of mana."
"But you don't run out."

Mana shortage is almost impossible for her.

Of course, that was when she had [Dragon's Heart], but now she only has [Mage's Heart], so she might run short depending on the situation.

"That's true normally, but with so many opponents, I might run out."
"We don't need to face them all at once."

I gave them a relaxed smile.
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"The right to avoid battle also belongs to the strong."

Avoiding battle is something only the strong can afford to do.

Of course, it's different if you're not stronger than your opponent but have high agility or excellent escape skills.

"That's certainly a confidence worth emulating."
"If I were alone, I wouldn't have such confidence."
"It's the first time I've received such unconditional trust."
"A retainer who doesn't trust their lord is nothing but third-rate."

In my previous life, she never gave me a single wrong instruction, and I always completed her directives.

I couldn't help but trust her—she accurately assessed my abilities and gave appropriate instructions.

"Looks like it's about to begin."

The professors distributed small watches with buttons to all 9,000 participants and confirmed everyone was wearing them.

After checking the headcount for each team, as soon as it turned 9:25, Gloria began speaking with the microphone on.

-Before we officially begin, I'll announce one important matter. At 9:30, each team will be teleported to random locations within the set, and the survival game will start immediately.-

Where we land will be a significant variable.

-You'll be eliminated if you press the small button on your watch or if your life force drops below 5%. And finally, I'll tell you about the reward for this survival game.-
"Reward?"

She heard my muttering and said:

"It's given to the person who performs best in the first-place team."
"What do they usually give?"
"Usually an item worth about 500 million."
"500 million..."

It was certainly a reward befitting the scale of the event.

-The student who performs best in the first-place team will receive an item from Dren, the world's greatest weaponsmith.-

When Dren's name was mentioned, the students began whispering.

"An item from Dren!? That expensive stuff?"
"As expected of our academy... so much money."
"But we can't get first place anyway..."
"With those two gone, who knows who'll win first place."

I asked her as she checked the time on her watch.

"Didn't you say they usually prepare something worth 500 million?"

A weapon from Dren would cost at least 1 billion, even at its cheapest.

I was curious what would happen if the recipient asked for something expensive.

"I know... I'm a bit surprised too."
"But someone of your status could buy something like that just by saving your allowance, right?"
"I don't receive that much..."
"But you could if you wanted to."
"Well... that's true."

Given her personality, she didn't seem particularly interested in money, so I figured she'd either decline it or save or donate it if she received it.

"By the way, what time is it? When will it start—"

Just as I was speaking, we were suddenly teleported into the set with a strange sensation of being sucked in.

From where we teleported, we could see a large mountain and a modest valley.

"Talk about raising flags..."
"There's none nearby."

She had already activated [Bitter Cold] to scan the surroundings and spoke with a disappointed expression.

"It seems it wasn't completely random."
"Who knows, somewhere people might already be fighting bloodily. Let's take it slow. We have plenty of time."

The survival game starts at 9:30 and can last over two days depending on the situation.

"We definitely have time. Let's walk around a bit."

I began walking through the vast set, following her.

***

Chris spoke to Briton from Team 41, which had appeared before him.

"What bad luck? Landing right in front of us?"
"That's our line."
"Want to fight?"

Their childish war of nerves quickly transformed into a bloody battle.

Thus began the fierce confrontation between Team 44, with Chris and Raicle, and Team 41, with Briton and Reina.

"Fighting from the very start..."

Though Raicle complained verbally, he immediately activated his skills and threw his sharp fist at a member of the opposing team.

Raicle's fist headed toward the student from Team 41.

But it never reached the student.

-Clang!-

What blocked his fist was Reina's sword.

Raicle sneered at her.

"You think you can be my opponent?"
"You're not a monster like those two, right? We have a good chance. Besides, I don't think there's much difference in skill between us."

Enraged by her words, Raicle charged at Reina with astonishing speed.

However, Reina skillfully parried Raicle's attacks.

"You're not that fast."

Reina had experienced Albert's speed—said to be the fastest in the academy—just once.

And compared to that speed, Raicle's current pace felt excruciatingly slow.

"Actually, you're too slow."
"Shut up..."

With his pride hurt from having all his attacks blocked, Raicle charged again, this time using [Leap].

-Clang!-

But even that punch was blocked by Reina's sword.

And that's when they both realized:

They were evenly matched.

Suddenly confident, Reina smiled and said to him:

"Now the real fight begins."

At that same moment.

Another battle was unfolding elsewhere.

-Thud! Thwack!!-

Briton and Chris were engaged in a sweaty close-quarters combat.

Chris used his distinctive martial arts to push Briton back, while Briton blocked most of those attacks with his shield.

"How long are you going to just block?"
"Don't you know how much it hurts to get hit by a shield?"

Briton swung his shield, previously used only for defense, to attack Chris.

-Thwack!!!-

The impact made quite a loud noise.

But Chris kicked the shield away as if it were nothing.

"Doesn't hurt at all. Getting punched by Albert would be a hundred times more painful."

Briton wanted to retort but couldn't because it was true.

A shield certainly isn't meant for attacking.

"Just keep doing that."

Chris pounced on him again with crazed eyes.

-Thud!-

***

"Everyone must be working hard, right?"
"Is it okay for us to be doing this?"

I answered her question with a smile.

"I think it's probably fine?"

We were leisurely enjoying fishing at a large lake we had just discovered.

"Is this really fishing right now?"
"You're the one who brought the fishing rod, Your Highness. Oh! Now, now!"

When I signaled, she pulled her fishing rod with all her might.

Something that looked like a fish, almost the size of a fist, revealed itself above the water.

"Is this really a fish?"
"It looks disgusting..."

She placed the grotesque-looking fish in a container she had prepared in advance.

"Is it safe to eat? Just by its appearance, it looks like it might be poisonous..."
"It's safe to eat, they say it's quite tasty when grilled?"

I asked her as she spoke while staring into space.

"Does it show in your status window?"
"Yes..."
"Then it's a monster. Let's kill it first?"
"We'll kill it later, before eating."

While she was looking at the fish with curious eyes.

From somewhere, I felt a surge of magical energy.

-Woong!-

I immediately summoned my sword and absorbed the approaching magical energy by infusing the blade with the abyss.

-Crackle!...-

The light was swallowed by my darkness, and soon after, the owner of that magic appeared before us.

"I told you I'd block it."
"He really blocked it..."

It was Team 11, with Aelin and Rachel, that appeared before us.

The moment we saw them, we immediately assumed battle positions.

However, they didn't seem to have come to fight us.

"As the representative of Team 11, I propose..."

Aelin, who called herself the representative of Team 11, made a proposal to us.

"How about an alliance with us?"
"Alliance?"
"Yes, an alliance. To be honest, we don't think we can win against you, so we're aiming for second place at least."

But we still hadn't relaxed our combat stance.

"How can we trust that? You might claim alliance and then betray us."
"Exactly."

When we gave them suspicious looks, Aelin became quite flustered.

I spoke to her:

"Or we might betray you. What would you do then?"
"Then we'd have no choice but to fight..."

I subtly glanced at her, and she gave a slight nod.

"Then how about we fight right now?"

With those words, I activated [Mortal's End], and startled by my sudden intimidation, they immediately assumed battle positions.

"W-wait! We didn't come to fight..."
"We were just getting a bit bored."

As I pointed my sword at them, they trembled but remained vigilant, just like me.

In that tense situation where a battle seemed imminent, she spoke first.

"Aelin, you proposed an alliance, right?"
"Yes...!"

She spoke to Aelin, who looked like she had found an oasis in the desert:

"Alright, let's form an alliance. But I have conditions."
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"Conditions?"
"Yes, conditions."

Elin's brightened expression began to darken once again.

"What kind of conditions...?"
"An alliance where we can betray each other at any time, how does that sound?"

I asked her while deactivating [Mortal's End].

"Is that really an alliance?"
"Of course, just with a bit more thrill. Is that alright with you, Albert?"
"Yes... I don't particularly mind."

I thought it wouldn't make much difference whether we formed an alliance or not, and she seemed to be thinking the same thing.

That no matter when betrayal might come, we could still win.

Elin observed us carefully before reluctantly saying:

"Fine... let's form an alliance..."
"Just to be clear, you can betray us anytime."
"Yes..."

She seemed to be saying, "No matter when you betray us, we'll still win."

That confidence of hers was dazzling.

"Elin, do you have some kind of plan?"

Elin responded as if she had been waiting for that question and began explaining.

"If you look at the map, teams 24 and 35 are facing off in the forest ahead of our current position. We were planning to strike when those two teams fight each other."
"So we just need to eliminate everyone except team 11 in that fight, right?"
"Um... yes, that's right..."

Elin was visibly flustered by her proactive attitude.

I scolded Elin for her lukewarm response.

"What's with that half-hearted reaction? Our team leader is being so considerate."
"Th-thank you..."

Elin gritted her teeth and bowed her head.

Clearly, with her beside me, Elin couldn't act as cocky as usual.

"We'll help, but you need to work hard too."
"I got it..."

I gave a mischievous smile to the teeth-gritting Elin before following her into the forest.

As I approached, she whispered to me in a voice only I could hear.

"Don't you think Elin seems really intimidated by me?"
"Almost everyone in the academy is intimidated by you, Your Highness. That's normal."
"But Albert isn't particularly intimidated by me..."
"That's because you're my girlfriend, so I'm comfortable around you."
"But you've always treated me that way..."

I said while cutting through the dense forest branches with my sword.

"That's true."
"By the way, how long are you going to keep using that 'Your Highness' title?"

I was quite taken aback by her sudden question.

With a blank expression, I asked her:

"Can I change it?"
"Ah... no!? I was just asking."
"What should I change it to?"

Even before becoming her lover, I had been contemplating about how to address her.

I still used "Your Highness," but it felt very formal, and everyone called her that.

"What? Are you really going to change it?"
"How about 'Elli'?"

Her face flushed red at the mention of 'Elli,' and she replied with an excited voice:

"Maybe something else... don't you think?"
"So you're saying I can change it."

She realized her slip of the tongue and tried to change the subject, but it was too late.

"By the way, how does Leo address Your Highness?"
"Usually just 'hey' or 'you'."

Hearing those casual terms reminded me of that person watching us from behind.

I tried to push that thought away and asked her:

"Then I'll call you 'noona'."
"What..!?"

She became shy at the word "noona."

"Do you like being called 'noona'?"
"I do like it... but no one's ever called me that before."

All of the Emperor's children except Leo were female, so there was hardly anyone who would call her "noona."

And the person who should call her that doesn't...

"Then I'll call you that, noona."

To be honest, I just wanted to speak casually to her, but I didn't have that much "courage" yet.

And since it was only our second day, there was no need to rush.

"Okay... but please call me 'Your Highness' when others are around... it's a bit embarrassing."
"Yes, understood."

Seeing her shy like this made me want to be more courageous, but now wasn't the time.

"Can you detect them from here?"
"Yes, they're about 500 meters northeast from here."

As the enemy entered her detection range, she became surprisingly serious and calm.

"How many?"
"They seem to be fighting. The numbers are gradually decreasing."
"Then I'll go ahead."

-Woong!-

I summoned [Sword of the Distant Abyss] in dagger form and activated [Mortal's End] as well.

With my agility maximized and [Haste] activated, I sprinted northeast as she had indicated.

"What? Wait..."

She seemed to say something, but unfortunately, I couldn't hear it.

I arrived at the battlefield in an instant.

As she had said, a battle between two teams was taking place.

Magic spells flew from all directions, precisely targeting the opposing team, while warriors engaged in close combat were eliminated by those spells before they could even use their weapons.

"Magic really is overpowered when you're young."

Of course, even as skills increase and stats rise, magic remains an excellent weapon.

Especially in large-scale battles like wars.

However, in one-on-one, high-level combat, warriors overwhelm mages.

"Though that's not the case right now..."

I said to those looking at me with trembling eyes:

"I'm sorry."

With those words, I charged at them, and they were swept away by my sword without resistance.

-Slash! Slash!-

I eliminated more people while feeling the cool sensation at my fingertips.

'It's fortunate that life force doesn't drop below 5%...'

Otherwise, this would have truly become a massacre.

'It must have been difficult to apply conditional invincibility magic over such a wide area...'

It showed how much the academy professors cared for their students.

By now, they would be treating the students who had been teleported away after their life force hit bottom.

Thinking about that made me feel guilty, but it couldn't be helped.

As I raised my sword to eliminate one more person, some swift object flew toward my head.

"W-wait! If you spare me just once..."

-Bang! Slash!-

I split the bullet flying toward me in two with my raised sword.

Then I asked the person collapsed on the ground begging for his life:

"Do you have any alliances?"
"A-alliance!?"
"Yes, alliance. If you tell me properly, I'll spare you just once."
"Really!?"

When I nodded, he revealed the information readily, either out of innocence or stupidity.

"Our team formed an alliance with team 2, the one with the princess from the Orion Kingdom and that gunslinger named Eve. They said they'd support us from the rear while we fight..."
"What team number are you?"
"U-us? We're team 24... Now that I've told you, can I go...?"

I said to him as he looked at me pitifully with an anxious expression:

"Just tell me one more thing. Where is team 2 hiding right now?"
"Where are they hiding? Come here."

He showed me the map on his watch and pointed to a hill.

"They should be hiding on this hill... so now..."
"Yes, go. I'll spare you."
"Th-thank you so much..."

He ran forward without a hint of suspicion.

Seeing his innocent demeanor made me want to spare him, but this was a battlefield, even if it was called a survival game.

I threw my sword at the back of his head as he ran without looking back.

-Thud!-

The sword flew straight and embedded itself in his back.

I watched expressionlessly as he was teleported away.

"You psychopath."
"How long have you been watching?"

When I turned around, Elin and her were looking at me with contrasting gazes.

She spoke to Elin, who was glaring at me with contempt:

"I just arrived. Don't be too harsh on him. That's the right thing to do."

There's nothing more foolish than showing mercy to an enemy on the battlefield.

Of course, Elin probably knows that too.

"Even so..."
"You're planning to betray us at the first opportunity anyway, so what's the issue?"
"That's... not true."
"No? That's good then."

Her momentary hesitation suggested she wasn't entirely against the idea of betrayal.

Of course, we were the ones who said betrayal was allowed anytime.

I pointed east and said:

"Anyway, team 2 is supposedly on that hill over there... though it might not be true. What do you want to do?"
"Let's go. It didn't seem like he was lying."

There was no guarantee the information was true, but there was also no guarantee it wasn't.

And as she said, judging by his reaction earlier, he didn't seem to be lying.

He had begged for his life so innocently, without even considering the possibility of being betrayed.

As we headed toward the hill following her, she said with an incredulous expression:

"By the way, what was with that speed earlier?"
"What do you mean?"
"When you came here. Albert, it seemed like you took less than two seconds... Were you always that fast?"
"It's thanks to [Haste]."

When I responded nonchalantly, she looked at the sword in my hand and said:

"Then what's that sword? It looks different from what I remember."
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"Wait... did he just dodge that?"

Eve was shocked to see her bullet cleanly split in two.

Rachel, however, remained composed.

"I told you, those things don't hit him."
"I never thought it would literally be cut in half like that..."

Eve was even more stunned because she had witnessed the scene clearly with her [Eyes That See Ten Miles].

"Is he some kind of monster?"
"He's probably in the same category as the Imperial Princess since he's a monster too. More importantly, what are those people doing now?"

At Rachel's question, Eve immediately used her [Eyes That See Ten Miles] to observe them.

The people Eve saw were currently heading toward the hill where they were hiding.

"They're coming this way."
"Huh? How do they know?"
"They're definitely coming in our direction. What should we do?"

The members of Team 2 each shared their thoughts.

"Let's just fight them."
"What nonsense! We should run away."

People were divided between those who wanted to fight and those who wanted to flee, but there were clearly more people advocating for escape.

Due to their usual image, most couldn't even consider fighting against the Imperial Princess or Albert.

Rachel spoke to those waiting for her decision.

"Alright, let's run. Go straight down and run as fast as you can."

As soon as she finished speaking, everyone ran with all their might to escape from that place.

Eve, watching them flee, asked:

"Aren't you going, Your Highness?"
"I have something I want to try."

Rachel raised her hand high toward the sky in the direction where they could be seen as tiny figures in the distance.

Then she used her unique skill, [Two Suns].

A small ball of flame appeared in her raised hand.

-Whoosh!-

Despite its small size, the sphere contained tremendous magical power and grew rapidly as time passed.

"Wow..."

Overwhelmed by its enormous size, Eve couldn't help but step back.

A sphere so large that anyone would have to call it a "sun."

Rachel hurled the massive sun with all her might toward where they were.

Then she asked Eve, who was watching the spectacle with her mouth open:

"Eve, could you shoot that with your [Magic Bullet]?"
"Oh... Yes! Got it."

Eve, finally coming to her senses, aimed her gun at the sun.

-Bang!-

Unlike when she shot at Albert earlier, she created a bullet with magic power, and it quickly flew and hit the sun.

The sun then began to fly at an incomparably faster speed than before.

"Let's escape too. There's no way they can block something like that."

After confirming this, Eve and Rachel followed after their teammates who had already left.

***

"This sword?"
"Yes, it gives me chills every time I look at it."

She was quite wary of this sword.

Perhaps because she had more holy power than others, she seemed more sensitive to the abyss.

"It wasn't this bad before..."
"It's because the skill evolved to become like this."
"Evolved? Your unique skill?"

She tilted her head curiously, and I nodded.

"That's fascinating... But what are the sword's stats?"

Even though she was cautious, her curiosity couldn't be helped.

"In its current state, it gives Strength 70, Agility 70."
"What?!"
"70 and 70."

She stared at the sword with an incredulous expression.

"That's such a broken skill..."
"More importantly, what is that?"

Elin pointed at the sun floating high in the sky.

"That's a sun, what else?"
"Where would a sun be here?"
"Oh... you're right. What is that?"

Come to think of it, we were inside an artificially created set.

Yet there was a huge sun inside this set.

I wasn't sure if it was my imagination, but it seemed to be flying toward us.

And then, unexpected words flowed from her mouth.

"That's Rachel's second unique magic."
"What? That thing?"

Unlike Elin who couldn't believe it, I was already aware of that skill.

[Two Suns]

This skill, Rachel's identity, was the great skill that allowed the militarily weak Orion Kingdom to survive among other powerful nations.

It was an enormous size, especially for something that had awakened recently.

I gripped my sword, which had transformed into a greatsword, and said:

"I'll block it."

Though her [Absolute Zero] could block it too, I just wanted to try.

I was curious if my abyss could devour such a monstrous magic.

I slowly filled my sword with the abyss.

-Woong! Woong!-

The abyss contained in the sword manifested in a form similar to a swordsman's aura.

'It wasn't like this before...?'

Of course, I had filled it with an incomparably larger amount of abyss than before.

Perhaps this happens when the amount of abyss exceeds what the sword can contain.

'It's just like an aura...'

It was identical to the auras of swordsmen.

The similarity was that it wouldn't show on the sword until a certain amount was exceeded, and only then would it appear in this form.

And the fact that it could be released in various forms.

"An aura...? It seems too dark for that..."

As she said, it was too dark to be called an aura.

I aimed the sword emitting that pitch-black aura toward the sun.

And then.

-Bang!-

A clear gunshot was heard from somewhere.

With that gunshot, the sun's speed increased dramatically.

I looked at the suddenly accelerated sun and swung my sword powerfully.

-Swish!-

As I swung my sword, a pitch-black slash appeared from it, cutting through the air at a terrifying speed and colliding with the sun.

Then an amazing sight unfolded before our eyes.

-Slurp...-

The slash began rapidly devouring the sun it had collided with.

The deep, deep abyss was contaminating the sun, which had been in the form of a large sphere.

The sun gradually lost itself, and the abyss grew larger as it devoured it.

-Flare... flare...-

I blankly watched as that brilliant light gradually disappeared, and those beside me—her, Elin, and the members of Team 11—likewise couldn't take their eyes off the spectacle.

But that moment of appreciation didn't last long.

"What is... that? It's coming back toward us?"

As she said, the abyss that had completely devoured the sun was returning at that terrifying speed.

The team members who faced this horrifying scene fled, but I calmly explained the truth.

"That's how the abyss works. Even if I release it, it eventually returns. Since this sword is made of the abyss, it returns to me wherever I am when I cancel the summoning."

That was different from aura and holy power.

Those two powers, similar to magic power, are consumed when used and then regenerate, but the abyss is not like that.

The abyss always maintains its total amount, and if released in any form, it is destined to return to its owner.

-Slurp...-

I welcomed the abyss that returned to find its master, and the dog that had left home came back.

'It feels somehow familiar.'

Perhaps because it came from within me, like my alter ego, it felt very familiar.

"It's kind of creepy, the way it seeps back into your body..."
"Don't call it creepy. It's actually quite cute."
"What are you saying..."

Elin wore a genuinely dumbfounded expression.

I was slightly hurt but spoke nonchalantly as if it didn't matter.

"But I don't think they'll be there if we go, do you?"
"I doubt it. They probably used it to buy time and escaped."

Indeed, it was a good judgment worthy of a war expert.

'But she already figured that out. Is it written in the skill description?'

Rachel had already realized that stimulating the sun with magic power would dramatically increase its speed.

It might be written in the skill description, but the fact that she had already used it in practice was commendable.

"What should we do now?"
"Let's check that hill first. They probably won't be there, but there's a small chance they might be, and there's no harm in securing high ground."

As she said, in a survival situation where guerrilla warfare is predominant, the side that secures high ground always has the advantage.

And with her expertise in defense, it would be even more advantageous.

Elin could also play a significant role...

'Then what will I do?'

For some reason, I had an ominous feeling that I would just be standing beside them, sending out slashes with the abyss.

If we secured that hill and "camped" there, we could easily win, but I didn't want to do that.

While I was thinking this, Elin, who had an opinion opposite to mine, said:

"Then can't we just set up on that hill and hold out? It seems like we could easily get first place that way..."
"Are you scared? You want to get first place with such a petty method?"

I absolutely didn't want to get first place that way.

Besides being no fun, it was a matter of pride.

Fortunately, she seemed to share my thoughts and supported my opinion.

"It would certainly be boring that way, and it would hurt our pride."
"Then what should we do...?"

When the dejected Elin asked, she replied with a confident expression:

"We'll go hunting for them."
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That was our plan—to roam around the set and slaughter the surviving teams.

At least, that was supposed to be the plan, but...

"When are they going to show up?..."

I wasn't sure if the set was ridiculously huge or if there weren't many people left, but we'd been wandering around for two hours without encountering a single team.

"The watch shows that 5,000 out of 9,000 people are still alive... but we can't find any of them."

The watch displayed not only the current time and map but also information like the number of survivors and teams remaining.

While examining this useful watch, I noticed a timer whose purpose I couldn't understand.

Since I didn't know what the timer meant, I asked them.

"What's this timer for?"
"When that timer ends, the set shrinks by a certain percentage. It was added after the survival event lasted two days last year."
"Once every four hours... why even bother with that..."

Elin, wearing a disgruntled expression, stared at the nearly finished timer as she spoke.

"Look at the map."
"The map?"

As the timer reached zero, the map changed.

'It got smaller...'

It wasn't drastically smaller, but it seemed to have shrunk by about 20%.

I could clearly understand what she meant by "shrinking by a certain percentage."

"It really did get smaller, but not by much. I thought it would shrink more since this is the first time..."
"But... what happens to the people who were in the areas that disappeared?"
"They get teleported to the nearest available location from where they were."

If that was the case, there was a good chance that two teams could suddenly be teleported to the same location.

'Some unlucky teams might end up that way.'

***

And indeed, there were some unlucky teams.

The suddenly teleported members of Team 44, especially Chris who was acting as their de facto leader, got up from the floor and surveyed their surroundings.

"Teleportation? Ah... looks like time's up."
"Yeah... just our luck."

The moment Chris heard the voice of the coward who had been beaten by him earlier and then fled shamefully, he looked in the direction of the voice.

And that coward also spotted the priest who had mercilessly assaulted him.

"Well, well! Nice to see you again after so long!"
"Ah... seriously... what rotten luck."

The two teams, each seeking revenge for earlier, began attacking each other with their weapons.

Both teams had only about half their original members left, but since these were the survivors of the previous battle, their overall skill level was higher than before.

And the two individuals who had reluctantly postponed their duel earlier now looked at each other with smiles.

"Shall we settle this once and for all?"
"Couldn't have said it better myself."

Reina drew her sword, revealing her will to fight.

"Come at me."

As soon as Reina finished speaking, their battle began.

Raicle activated his skill and threw a punch aimed at his opponent's face.

-Clang!-

Just like in their previous fight, Reina easily blocked the punch with her sword.

With fist and sword locked together, Raicle asked:

"What exactly is your skill?"
"You don't need to know that."
"Could it be that you haven't even achieved your first awakening yet?"

Hearing this, Reina's expression hardened as she replied in a cold voice:

"That's not it."
"Then why aren't you using it?"
"Shut up."

Reina shot him a cold glare and swung her sword.

-Clang! Clang! Clang!-

Reina's sword and Raicle's fist collided repeatedly, creating fierce impact sounds.

They continued attacking each other, each determined to prove their superiority.

-Clang!-

About 30 minutes had passed... their duel kept dragging on, and both were nearly at their limits.

Reina, addressing her opponent who was panting just as heavily as she was, said:

"Looks like... you're out of mana now?"

Raicle ignored her comment.

He extended his fist toward the annoying girl before him.

Though his skill had deactivated due to mana depletion, his punch still carried considerable power.

However, it was clearly much weaker than when his skill had been active.

-Slash!-

Reina easily cut through his softened fist.

Bright red blood began flowing between his fingers.

Raicle looked at the gruesome sight and sighed.

"Haah..."
"You never deliver the finishing blow. That's why you always lose like this."

Raicle was a warrior with a similar style to Albert.

He used the stat difference provided by his skill to gain the upper hand in battle.

But that was all.

He was good at pressuring his opponents but couldn't finish them off.

So eventually, as battles dragged on, he would lose due to his low mana reserves.

"Unlike someone else I know."

But as Reina said, that "someone" who fought in a similar style was different.

Albert also fought primarily using stat differences and didn't have any particularly powerful finishing moves.

However, he overcame that weakness through experience alone.

With battle instincts born from experience, he could neutralize his opponent's techniques and drive his sword into them.

'I wonder if he was like me at first...'

As Raicle thought, Albert had indeed gone through such a phase.

There was a time when, just like Raicle now, he would eventually lose as battles dragged on.

But he overcame it.

Through countless practice sessions, he endured numerous wounds and made many mistakes.

And the sharp instincts forged through that harsh training served as his excellent weapon, both then and now.

'I should ask him about it sometime...'

Thinking of someone who used the same fighting style yet always emerged victorious unlike himself, Raicle accepted his defeat.

"I've lost. Finish it quickly."
"What's this? Admitting defeat so readily...?"

For some reason, he bowed his head with a bright expression.

Reina, looking at his pitiful appearance, said:

"Or would you like to form an alliance with us?"
"Alliance? What nonsense is that? How can you suggest such a thing in this situation?"
"I should have mentioned it earlier..."

Both teams, which originally had about half their members left, now had only about 40 people each.

"But what do you think about an alliance? We're also in danger with so few people left."
"That's all because of you guys."
"What are you talking about? You attacked us first."

As the two bickered, others joined the conversation.

Chris, who had somehow maintained a relatively decent condition amidst the chaos, stopped his fight with Briton and approached the two.

Ignoring Briton who followed behind him, he shared his opinion:

"An alliance doesn't sound bad."
"What's not bad about it?"

Raicle continued to show a negative reaction.

"If we keep fighting like this, we'll both lose, and even if one side wins, what then?"
"Even with an alliance, we can't defeat those monster-like guys anyway."
"That's true, but we can avoid them."

Reina also supported Chris's opinion, and gradually, a pro-alliance atmosphere began to form.

Encouraged by Reina's support, Chris spoke with a clear voice:

"Right, we can avoid that team and take care of the weaker teams."
"Easy to say, but..."
"It's still better than continuing to fight like this. Don't you all agree?"

As members of both teams showed positive reactions to the alliance proposal, Raicle reluctantly said:

"Fine... let's form an alliance. And could you heal this for me?"

Having formed an alliance, the two teams enjoyed a brief moment of peace while treating their wounds.

"Isn't this moving too fast?"
"Let's just go with it. Don't you agree?"

Though Raicle felt like punching Chris for his sarcastic attitude, he decided to hold back given the circumstances.

But the next comment was too much to bear:

"You were the loser anyway. You should be grateful that the winner showed mercy."
"Do you really want to get hit?"
"Just kidding, just kidding. It's a joke, a joke."

Reina intervened to stop Raicle, who looked ready to throw a punch.

"Calm down. And you, stop provoking him. You'll end up in a real fight."
"Alright, alright."

The alliance, which started with bickering, seemed quite unstable.

Reina sighed deeply as she watched the two going back and forth, despite being on the same team now.

***

At that same time.

The team that had been labeled as "monsters" by the alliance was indeed acting like monsters.

"You psychopath..."

I pointed my sword at the last survivor of Team 32.

'Psychopath... I don't think I'm that bad...'

It felt really unfair to keep hearing such comments when all I was doing was eliminating opposing teams in the survival event.

"Do I seem like a psychopath to you?"
"Of course... slicing people with that expressionless face..."

Certainly, as he said, I had become almost numb to the act of cutting people down.

I'd done it too many times, and such trivial emotions were unnecessary to begin with.

In fact, they would only get in the way.

"When you get a bit older, you'll become like me... though, maybe you can't quite reach my level."
"What do you mean?"
"Nothing. Farewell."

I sliced his neck with my sword, and he disappeared from that spot in a brilliant flash of light.

After dealing with him, I returned to where she was.

As soon as she spotted me, she ran over and asked:

"What does Albert think about when cutting people down?"
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'When cutting down people...'

Hearing those words from her brought back memories.

I recalled a memory from the past, one I could never forget.

'How many years ago was it...'

***

His concern had existed for a very long time.

'Could I kill a person...? Is it right to do so?'

But he never had time to seriously contemplate this question.

He always focused solely on becoming stronger, avoiding serious thoughts about the responsibility that came with such power.

Yet this concern he kept avoiding was a mountain every warrior who stands before others must eventually face, and finally, that "eventually" came for him too.

It all began with her simple statement.

She handed him a map of the Forbidden Forest, just like any other day, and said:

"At the location I've marked, you'll find a rather large group of goblins. Your mission is to completely eliminate them."
"Yes, Princess."

At that moment, he thought nothing of it.

Goblins were easy prey for him, so he actually wondered, 'Why such an easy mission?'

'I should finish this quickly.'

Of course, considering how she always trained him with Spartan methods, there was no way she would give him such an easy task, and this mission surely involved more than just killing goblins.

Most critically, the location she marked was a place where sixteen murders had occurred in the past month.

Unaware of this fact, he cheerfully headed to the marked location.

"Where are they?"

He arrived at the place she indicated, but there wasn't a single goblin in sight, not even a mouse.

He thought he might have come to the wrong place and began searching the area.

Completely unaware that someone was targeting him.

As he innocently searched the area, a mysterious dungeon appeared before him.

"Oh? Is this it?"

Without any suspicion, he entered the dungeon and began clearing it as usual.

Just as she had said, the dungeon was filled only with goblins, making it even easier than usual.

"Is this really the mission?"

The boss turned out to be a group of about 100 goblins, which he sliced through with ease.

Doubting whether this was the actual mission, he opened the dungeon's treasure chest.

-Creeeeak!-

The antique-level treasure chest, fitting for the dungeon's difficulty, opened with a loud noise.

'A mask?'

Inside the chest was a mask with a peculiar design.

He picked it up to examine what kind of item it was.

[Goblin Mask: E]

[A mask once used by goblins]

[When worn, prevents goblin attacks and increases the wearer's defense by 5]

It was an item with rather ambiguous capabilities, leaving him puzzled.

Nevertheless, he took the mask anyway.

Just as he finished clearing the dungeon and was about to leave, mysterious people appeared before him.

About ten armed individuals approached him, and the one who appeared strongest greeted him.

"Hello there, kid."
"Who are you?"
"You don't know us... that's a bit disappointing."

Those people wore unpleasant smiles, and he remained wary of them.

"Do you know about the serial killings that have been happening around here?"
"Um... yes, I saw it on the news."
"We're the ones who did it."

Hearing that chilling voice, he increased the distance between them and immediately assumed a combat stance.

"How have you managed to avoid getting caught after doing such things?"
"Because this is our territory."
"Am I your next target?"
"Of course. Kids like you are easy prey. No real skill, but equipped with good items after begging your parents to let you be a hunter."

That was somewhat true, but not applicable to his situation.

"I don't think that applies to me."
"Don't tell me you think you're skilled just because you killed a few goblins? We could do that with our eyes closed. Get it? Just die quietly here."

He stared at them with cold eyes as they rushed to kill him.

Then he activated a skill he hadn't needed to use during the easy dungeon clear.

-Whoosh!-

His hair instantly turned red, and faint shadows swirled around him.

They were quite taken aback by the pressure they felt for the first time.

"I didn't want to kill people..."

But he knew that it was something he would have to do eventually.

He slowly approached them as they struggled under the pressure of his aura.

"If you surrender quietly, I won't kill you."

He showed mercy to those killers, but they kicked that mercy away with their own feet.

Those foolish people shot arrows and swung swords at him as he approached.

"So that's how you want to play it."

He easily blocked their meaningless attacks and pointed his sword filled with killing intent toward them.

Even in that situation, he thought once more.

'Isn't there a way to take them in without killing them?'

But those killers didn't give him time to find an answer to that question.

Despite knowing the difference in skill between themselves and the young man, they refused to surrender and continued to struggle.

"You're really pushing it..."

He held back as much as he could, but eventually swung his sword at them.

As a result, he killed people for the first time in his life.

He then swung his sword at the remaining people and eventually annihilated the entire group.

"Blood..."

The young man looked at himself, stained with their blood, and at his trembling hands.

With mixed emotions, he touched the still-warm bodies.

"They're warm..."

Though clearly warm, they didn't move at all.

They showed no movement and spoke no words.

Yet their bodies remained warm as if they were still alive.

The disgust from that dissonance overwhelmed him, and unable to bear the unimaginable revulsion, he vomited on the ground.

"Ughh!..."

Even after vomiting, he couldn't take his eyes off the horrific scene and stared at it for a long time.

"Am I a murderer now too...?"

As he asked himself that question, a familiar voice came from somewhere.

"Don't worry too much about that."

The owner of that voice was the person who had given him the mission to eliminate the goblin group.

She looked at the gruesome scene and said:

"These people deserved to die."
"B-but still."
"Be strong, because from now on, you'll have to kill people who don't deserve to die as well."

Those words pierced his heart like a sharp dagger.

Feeling that coldness throughout his body, he asked her:

"Princess, what do you think about when you cut down people?"

She asked back with a deadly serious voice:

"You mean when killing people?"
"Yes..."
"I don't think much about it. I kill because I have to kill, that's all."

Seeing his still gloomy expression, she continued:

"If you can't handle it that way, blame others. Tell yourself that you killed these people because they tried to kill you."
"..."
"Or how about this? Think that you're killing people to protect others."
"To protect?"

She smiled and said:

"What happened earlier was for the people who have already died and for the hunters who frequently visit this area. In war, you swing your sword for your country and for me."

***

'Swinging my sword for others.'

That thought remained in my mind for a very long time.

Even now, when I feel nothing when killing, it persists.

And that thought has always protected my fraying mental state and helped me take responsibility for my growing power.

"You mean when killing people?"
"Yes, I'm curious about your mindset when you swing your sword."
"It might sound cliché, but I swing my sword to protect others."

She smiled, just like back then, and said:

"That is indeed cliché, but the fact that it's not a lie isn't cliché at all. Usually, people say such things just to impress me."
"I could have been lying too, you know."
"That's possible, but it didn't feel that way to me."

I asked her as she wore a confident expression:

"But why did you suddenly ask that?"
"I was just curious."
"Then what mindset do you have when you kill people, Princess?"
"That's a much darker question than the one I asked you."

Indeed, it was a darker question, just as she said.

But she still answered that dark question.

"It might sound cliché too, but I point my staff at enemies to protect the country."
"That is indeed cliché, but it's a good mindset."

It was the answer I expected, but I was satisfied because I could see her sense of responsibility as someone who would become the ruler of a country.

She was certainly mature beyond her nineteen years.

And just as she was smiling with satisfaction, her face suddenly hardened.

"Huh? Wait a moment."

It seems enemies had entered her detection range.

I asked her as she kept staring in one direction:

"How many this time?"
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"There are quite a few... I'd say around 2,000 people."
"2,000 people!?"

Elin was shocked by the fact that 2,000 enemies were approaching, but she answered in a rather calm voice.

"Yes."
"What should we do...? Should we run away..."

I cut off Elin's words and spoke.

"Run away? Are you scared?"
"Hey, you idiot! There are 2,000 of them!"
"So what? We have 200 people."
"Are you joking?"

Elin wore quite a fierce expression.

I made excuses to Elin, who was looking at me as if she wanted to kill me.

"That's not what I meant... It's totally doable."
"How do you figure that?"

At that moment, she spoke with a face full of confidence.

"If we position ourselves well, it's really manageable."

Then she looked at me and continued.

"Can I count on you?"
"Of course, just leave it to me."
"Are you really going to do this?"

Looking at the anxious Elin, I said:

"If you're scared, you can just run away."
"That's right, you can just run away."

We simultaneously said the same thing to Elin, who was deep in thought.

"But then the next time we meet, you'll be an enemy."
"But then the next time we meet, you'll be an enemy."

***

Eight teams, excluding teams 20 and 8, had formed an alliance with the same goal.

And that alliance was advancing toward their target to achieve their objective.

"This is the right way, isn't it?"
"Yeah, it is."

They could find their target more easily because they had a team member with excellent detection abilities.

"A little further and you'll all be able to sense it too. For some reason, they're not hiding their presence."
"Aren't they deliberately trying to lure us in? The princess has detection abilities like you do."
"So what? There are 2,000 of us now."

He knew that the princess also had detection abilities like him and that she was aware of their current position through those abilities.

However, they were so overconfident in their numbers that they advanced without taking any precautions.

They completely failed to notice that a black shadow was approaching from behind them, concealing its presence.

"They'll appear soon! Everyone, prepare for battle!"

Upon hearing this, everyone prepared for combat, and as he said, their targets appeared shortly after.

The targets were looking down at the alliance from the top of a hill in front of them.

"You're moving exactly as expected... How boring."

Along with her voice, cold as a winter wind, huge ice walls rose from the ground where the 2,000 people were standing.

-Swoosh! Swoosh!-

The ice walls that suddenly rose from the ground precisely split the alliance of 2,000 people in half.

"What is this?"
"Break it quickly!"

The divided alliance attacked the ice wall to reunite, but the solid ice wall didn't budge at all.

Eventually, the alliance gave up on breaking the ice wall. Among them, the thousand people isolated by the wall chose to climb the hill in front of them.

"Not a bad choice."

She pointed her staff at those who were running hard toward their position, wearing a satisfied smile.

However, unlike her relaxed appearance, Elin was quite frantic, firing magic spells without pause.

"You don't need to be in such a hurry..."

She neutralized incoming arrows and magic with her [Ice Magic] and repelled the warriors who approached quickly.

She must have consumed an enormous amount of magical power in the process, but it wasn't a problem for her at all.

"Albert must have started by now, right?"
"Um... probably?"

She was acting leisurely, even thinking about other things.

And while she, Elin, and the members of Team 11 were marking half of the alliance on one side,
the battle had just begun on the other side as well.

***

I spoke to those who were pounding on the ice wall that she had set up, looking restless.

"There don't seem to be many strong people here?"

They definitely looked weaker than the people I saw earlier.

Originally, I had planned to gradually reduce their numbers by hitting and running, but that was no longer necessary.

"Everyone, try your best to run away."

I instantly activated both of my unique skills and used [Swift] to quickly approach those who were trembling at the sight of me.

-Swoosh!-

Naturally, none of them were faster than me, and they all looked at me with surprised faces as I approached them in an instant.

"I told you to run away."

I swung my sword mercilessly at them.

"W-wait a moment!"

-Slash! Slash!-

Their blood splattered all over my body, and I savored the smell of that blood.

"It's been a while... this smell."

The smell that reminded me of war memories was both familiar and strange.

I whispered quietly at the scene of the massacre.

"Someday it will be like that time again, won't it?"
"What are you talking about...?"

-Slash!-

I continued the slaughter, staring at the beautiful red liquid seeping through my fingers.

'One hundred... three hundred... seven hundred.'

As the number of people being teleported away increased, the ground became increasingly stained with blood, and my memories became clearer.

'That day was like this too...'

Those terrible memories were about to resurface, but I desperately suppressed them.

Then I convinced myself.

'Focus... It's a mission I've received after a long time.'

In fact, it wasn't really a time that could be defined as "a long time."

It was a mission I had received from her after nearly hundreds of years, so I wanted to perform it perfectly.

"There's definitely a lack of tension..."

Whether it was because these were still peaceful times, or because this was just a survival game, or because it was too easy, I didn't feel the same tension as before.

Still, a "mission" was a mission.

I raised my sword again and sharpened my senses to eliminate those who had survived so far.

***

"Nine hundred ninety-eight... nine hundred ninety-nine."

I eliminated all of them within the short yet long time of 20 minutes, and pointed my sword at the last, the thousandth person.

Then I counted the final number.

"One thousand... huh?"

But when I saw the face of that last person, I had to withdraw my sword for a moment.

It was him, the one who had been leading the alliance from the front using his detection abilities, and also the one who had been stalking Elin.

I greeted that rather familiar face.

"Hello? Remember me?"
"N-no?"

He was gritting his teeth, pretending not to know me.

So I gave him a somewhat spiteful confirmation.

"I'm the brother of the girl you were stalking."
"I was... stalking?"

He was desperately pretending not to know, but his anxiety was clearly visible on his face.

I spoke while exuding maximum intimidation.

"Don't pretend you don't know."
"W-well..."

Whether it was because he was intimidated by me, he meekly admitted the fact.

"It's true that I stalked her, but..."
"But what?"
"I... I was so clueless back then. I'm sorry..."
"Why are you apologizing to me? Do you know how much Elin suffered because of you?"

Even I, who had heard the whole story from Elin, couldn't fully understand her feelings since I wasn't the one who experienced it.

And he certainly wouldn't know.

How could the perpetrator understand the victim's feelings?

"I... I want to apologize to her too..."
"You don't need to. She wouldn't want your apology."
"Then... what?"
"You just need to stay away from Elin, and from me too."

I pointed my sword at him again, which I had withdrawn.

Then I swung my sword at him and said:

"I happen to be quite protective of my sister."

Cut by my sword, he disappeared from that spot with a faint light.

I spoke to them, who had been eavesdropping on my conversation with him while hiding behind the huge ice wall.

"You can come out now..."

-Crack!-

They revealed themselves only after breaking that ice wall.

She was looking at me with a satisfied expression while patting Elin's back, and Elin was desperately hiding her face.

And Elin, who was obviously crying, said in a tiny voice:

"I'm... not crying..."
"It's okay to cry."
"I said I'm not crying..."
"Alright."

She, who had been patting Elin's back, whispered to me.

"Your last words were very touching."
"How did things go on your side?"
"A few people got hurt, but that's about it."
"That's good."

She looked at my blood-stained appearance and this cruel battlefield I had created, and said:

"I can expect more from you in the future."
"Please don't overestimate me too much."
"How can I not have expectations after seeing this? But... it's brutal... are you okay?"

She seemed to be referring to my mental state.

"If you mean my mental state, I'm fine."
"You definitely have good mental fortitude."
"The same goes for you, Your Highness."

No matter how mature she was, she was still 19 years old.

This scene was too cruel for a 19-year-old girl to see, but she didn't avoid it and instead faced it head-on.

"Someday I'll have to see scenes like this again, won't I...?"
"At that time, there won't be just blood."

At that time, the battlefield will be decorated not only with an enormous amount of blood like now, but also with people's corpses and their foul smell.

We need the courage to face that scene head-on and a strong mind that won't go crazy even after seeing it.

But she already seemed to have both, and she spoke in a calm voice:

"That's right... It's not that far in the future anymore."
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Finally regaining her senses, Aelin looked around in shock.

"W-what is this? Did you do this?"
"Yeah."

Aelin just stared at me silently before slowly approaching me.

Then, in a voice so quiet only I could hear, she said:

"Thank you..."
"You can cry more if you want."
"Shut up..."

After saying that, Aelin returned to her side.

"Only about 2,000 people remain now."

Considering that 5,000 were alive earlier, there must have been quite a few battles happening elsewhere, not just here.

"But... more teams survived than I expected."

Indeed, as she said, there were quite a few teams still alive.

While only 2,000 individuals remained, in terms of teams, 34 were still active.

"Still, they must have fought each other quite intensely."

Of course, our side probably fought the most fiercely.

"I wonder how Eve and Rachel's team is doing."
"They're still alive, at least."

Moreover, their team had a good balance of warriors, mages, and archers, and above all, they had Eve and Rachel.

If they secured a good position, they had enough strength to place second even without alliances.

"Thinking about it again, you really picked a good team."
"What do you mean?"
"Honestly speaking, with just your team's strength alone, you'd have ranked maybe 7th or 8th at best."

While Aelin was there, the other team members were somewhat lacking, to be honest.

And given Aelin's relatively limited magical power, there would certainly have been limitations.

"That's true..."
"You're admitting it quite readily?"
"Without you and sis, I think we would've been eliminated already..."

She seemed to have realized her own shortcomings during this battle.

'So that's why she's been looking so gloomy...'

I said to the rather depressed-looking Aelin:

"You're here because you did well. Having a good team is also a skill."
"What's with you today...? Since earlier..."

Despite her words, Aelin was clearly delighted and didn't know how to react.

Her embarrassed expression was somewhat annoying to see, but this was the situation I had chosen, so I had to deal with it.

"Just work harder."
"I am working hard! In fact, I'm working harder than you—"

—BANG!!—

A bullet flew toward Aelin at an insane speed as she was speaking.

I instantly deflected the bullet that had come within inches of Aelin's face, and the startled Aelin collapsed on the spot.

"Watch where you're going."
"W-what was that just now?"
"What do you think? You almost got shot. More importantly, are they planning to keep this up?"

From that moment on, they continued to harass us from a distance, never coming forward to face us directly.

They clearly judged that they had no chance in close combat.

"But how did you know? I didn't even see it coming."
"[Killing Intent Detection]."
"But it was aimed at me..."
"If it enters my range, I can detect it even if the killing intent isn't directed at me."

To be honest, the skill's rank was quite low, making it dangerous, and she seemed to have noticed that fact.

"The rank doesn't seem very high, but your reaction speed is impressive."
"It was quite dangerous."
"As long as you blocked it, that's what matters."

She had a point.

In actual combat, blocking is what counts, and conversely, even the sharpest attack is useless if blocked.

"More importantly... how do we deal with them?"

There was no real damage, but their constant harassment from a distance was extremely annoying.

And since they were opponents we'd have to face eventually, I wanted to deal with them as quickly as possible.

At that moment, she made a suggestion after pondering something.

"How about we split up here?"
"Split up?"

To be honest, splitting up here didn't seem like a good decision.

Unless I was alone, that is.

"You mean just you splitting off to flank them from behind or the side like before?"
"You catch on quickly."

Seeing her response, Aelin made a very anxious expression and said:

"But wouldn't that put us in danger?"

She seemed to have been frightened by the recent sniper shot.

Of course, it was a situation worth being scared about.

After all, she had almost been eliminated by a bullet from an unknown location.

"You have the Princess, she could have blocked that shot easily too."
"How do you know that?"
"If that weren't the case, a strategy where I go alone would be too risky."

Given her personality, she wouldn't have even suggested a strategy with such high risk.

Hearing my words, Aelin looked at her with an expression that seemed to ask, "Really?"

"Albert is right."
"If anything, the Princess would block it better than me. So where should I go?"
"I'll leave that judgment to you. Since team members can check each other's positions on the watch, we'll adjust accordingly."

I asked her, who was wearing a faint smile:

"Aren't you trusting me too much?"
"I've judged that it's fine. Besides, I think Albert would be more effective moving alone."

As she said, I was more accustomed to moving alone, and it suited me better.

My excellent combat ability came from my mobility, after all.

Realizing this fact, I said to her who had trusted me:

"I'll trust you too."
"That's my line..."
"See you later. Don't get eliminated by being careless."
"You focus on yourself."

After saying goodbye to them, I entered the forest where the trees were so dense that one couldn't see even a step ahead.

'This might take some time to find them.'

***

After annihilating another team, Chris spoke to Raycle with a confident expression.

"See? I told you it was possible!"

The alliance of Teams 41 and 44 was following their original plan of avoiding the monstrous Team 46 and systematically eliminating the other surviving teams.

"That's three teams down already!"
"Could we really take second place at this rate?"

Raycle spoke in the most serious tone to Chris and Reina, who were getting ahead of themselves with excitement.

"Rachel and Eve's team is still alive, and so is Albert's sister's team. Don't get too excited."
"As long as we don't run into them, it's totally possible. Won't Albert and the Princess take care of them for us?"

Briton, who was maintaining his composure like Raycle, said:

"What if all three teams are allied?"
"T-then we'd lose... what else could we do?"
"But that's unlikely... probably?"

Even Chris, who said those words, didn't seem confident.

As the mood somehow became subdued in that alliance, someone approached and spoke to them.

"Well, we're not allied with them."
"W-wait a minute! Why are you here?"

Surprisingly, that someone was Rachel, who had just been mentioned, and beside her were the members of Team 2.

Witnessing this scene, the alliance quickly assumed battle positions.

"We're not here to fight."
"Don't tell me you want to form an alliance again? How many times..."
"We just need your help. Neither of us can beat even one Albert alone, I think."

Hearing those words, Raycle frowned and objected.

He seemed quite offended.

"If it's just him alone, we'd definitely win."
"No, we wouldn't."

Raycle was taken aback by Chris's firm denial from his own team.

"You saw how much stronger he's gotten recently. How are we supposed to beat that? Besides, we lost to him 3-to-1 before."
"I wasn't there then."
"From what I've seen, it wouldn't make a difference if you were there. If you fail to react and get hit even once, you're out immediately."

Raycle, having some conscience, couldn't bring himself to claim he could react in time.

"And there's no way you could react in time."
"But what difference would it make if we joined forces? If we can't hold the front line, Eve and Rachel would be out immediately, and then we'd just lose anyway?"
"We won't know until we try."

Compared to Chris and Reina, Rachel seemed quite confident.

With a bright expression, Rachel continued:

"If we can hold out just a little at the front, there's a chance."
"But would he even be moving alone in the first place?"

Hearing Raycle's doubt, Chris spoke with a confident voice:

"Exactly! If he had been moving alone, we would have encountered him already."
"Wait... that..."

As Eve's anxious, trembling voice was about to finish the conversation, an eerie rustling sound pierced their ears.

—Rustle! Rustle!—

The subject of their recent conversation emerged from the bushes with a rustling sound.

He raised his sword and greeted them as they stared at him blankly.

"Hello? It's been a while, everyone."

Chris pointed at the sword directed at them and said:

"Wait, put that down."
"Why?"
"We... alliance..."
"Don't talk nonsense."
"You don't have to be so serious about it."

He let out a hollow laugh in disbelief and said:

"Weren't you just planning to eliminate me until a moment ago?"
"You heard that?"
"You're really shameless. I almost fell for it."

Albert pointed his sword at them.

Then, with a voice full of confidence, he made them an offer:

"Want to try? I don't mind."
"Yeah, sure."
"Let's do it, why not."

Perhaps influenced by his confidence, even those who had initially been negative about the fight showed enthusiastic responses.

Albert, seeing their reaction, smiled with satisfaction.

"Shall we start right away then?"

Hearing those words, Eve aimed her gun at Albert and immediately pulled the trigger.

—BANG!!—

And that gunshot echoed across the battlefield, becoming the signal for battle.
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-Bang!!-

The bullet, which was more than just a signal for battle, grazed my cheek.

I wiped the red liquid flowing down my cheek with my hand and immediately approached the person who had inflicted that wound on me.

"That's brutal."
"Finally hit you."

Eve smiled as she pointed her gun at me and hurriedly pulled the trigger.

-Bang!-

The bullet aimed precisely at my face, but I dodged it by twisting my neck.

"Now I won't get hit."

I easily avoided the bullet and tried to swing my sword at Eve, but Reina and Raicle blocked my path.

"Aren't you using skills?"
"Well... I have my own thoughts on that."

The approximately 300 people on that battlefield seized the opportunity and rushed at me simultaneously.

However, I slipped into the crowd, and they all looked around trying to find me.

"Where did he go?"
"He's right next to you!"

I summoned only [Sword of the Distant Abyss] in dagger form and used my dramatically increased agility to cut through the crowd.

-Slash! Slash!-

And in the process, I eliminated quite a few people.

But then, Briton's shield flew toward me at an astonishing speed.

-Whoosh! Bang!-

The shield struck my face hard as it passed by, and at that moment, unexpected pain came over me.

It felt like I had smashed my head into a utility pole.

"Ugh... that fucking hurts..."

Although I was hit by a shield, my defense was so terribly low that even this kind of attack was incredibly painful.

I was holding my head, dazed from the pain, when Rachel pointed at me and said:

"Catch him quickly!"

Those who heard Rachel's words rushed toward me as if entranced by something.

I could just activate [Mortal's End] and fight, but that was a somewhat risky method.

So I chose to run away for a moment.

'More importantly... this really hurts like hell...'

I quickly fled into a densely vegetated forest, and they followed me in.

Once inside the forest, I immediately climbed up a large tree, while they were searching for me diligently below.

"Where did he go?"
"He definitely went this way earlier."

The sight of them searching for me with their weapons was a bit frightening.

I transformed [Sword of the Distant Abyss] into a greatsword form and jumped down to where they were.

-Thud!-

As I jumped down, I stepped on someone, and perhaps because my strength was now overwhelmingly high, they teleported away before I could even identify who it was.

Feeling a slight sense of guilt, I pointed the greatsword at them.

"He's here! Over here!"
"Hurry up!"

Everyone was rushing over at the news that I had been found.

With no other choice, I activated [Mortal's End].

-Woong!-

The formidable pressure emanating from me engulfed them, but contrary to my expectations, they appeared quite composed.

At least they weren't cowering and running away like those kids earlier.

I spoke to those who stood before me, overcoming the pressure:

"This should be fun."
"It's not fun at all."
"I meant it would be fun for me."

If it had been me just a week ago, I would have simply avoided this situation altogether.

But for some reason, looking at this sword, I didn't want to run away.

It gave me hope even in this desperate situation of 300 against 1.

I raised the massive sword.

'It's definitely light...'

I swung the sword, which was much lighter than expected, toward them.

The sound of the sword cutting through the air and slicing through them came vividly to my ears.

I dealt with them while feeling that brutal yet refreshing sound.

-Swish!-

Clearly, because the sword was so large, two or three people were eliminated with each swing, and it was easy to block their attacks as well.

I deflected Eve's bullets with my unique reflexes, Rachel's magic with the abyss, and the physical attacks from Chris or Raicle with the solid sword.

They couldn't help but marvel at my strange acrobatics.

"How is this even possible?..."
"It's not just possible in theory, it's happening right now."

I threw the greatsword with all my might toward Briton, who was speaking, and simultaneously ran at full speed.

-Clang!-

Briton seemed flustered and forgot about [Invincible Rampart], blocking the flying sword with his shield, which couldn't fully withstand the impact due to the stat difference.

I grabbed the sword that had damaged Briton's shield.

Then I struck down hard on the shield that was now completely cracked.

-Crack!-

This time he used [Invincible Rampart], but perhaps because the shield was already cracked, its defense was far too low.

Not only the wall created by the skill, but also the shield that originally just had a crack, shattered into pieces.

'Did I hit it too hard?...'

I had inadvertently destroyed a party member's main weapon.

Still, I wasn't particularly worried.

'He'll just buy another one...'

Briton was a diamond spoon on par with Chris or Raicle, so it wasn't something for me to worry about.

And naturally, the survival game was more important right now.

"Goodbye."

I swung my sword at him, now defenseless without his shield.

-Thunk! Thud!-

Raicle and Chris rushed to block me, but it was already too late.

He was teleported away immediately after being stabbed by the greatsword, and Chris's fist, arriving belatedly, struck my face hard.

After taking that punch, I rolled across the ground and crashed into a large rock.

This burning sensation starting from my back enveloped my entire body.

'At least I eliminated him...'

It was very close, but fortunately, I had eliminated Briton.

Of course, that didn't mean the situation had become favorable enough to let my guard down.

'Well, if that were all...'

Still leaning against the rock, I checked the watch on my wrist.

On the map in the watch, a tiny dot was approaching me.

I spoke to Raicle, who was approaching me just like that dot:

"Not many left, huh?"

When I checked her position, I confirmed that there were just over 300 people remaining on the set.

It seemed only the people here and Aelin's Team 11 remained.

'Looks like they've been eliminated.'

It seemed they had taken care of all the remaining people while I was struggling here.

I dodged Raicle's murderous fist with a bright smile.

-Thud!-

His fist embedded into the rock, splitting it in half.

It was definitely powerful enough that if I accidentally took even one proper hit, I could be eliminated immediately.

-Clang! Thud!!-

My sword and his fist collided, creating a sharp noise, and I pushed Raicle with all my might to create distance between us.

Slightly pushed back, he asked me as I was panting:

"Getting tired now?"
"A little bit... see you later?"

Since it was a fight where I couldn't kill the opponent, my vitality was gradually wearing down, and the situation was becoming somewhat dangerous.

So I deactivated [Mortal's End] and ran at full speed toward where the dot was.

"Hey! Where are you going?!"

They hurriedly followed me as I fled, but of course, no one could catch up to me.

I got closer and closer to that dot, and eventually used [Swift] to approach as quickly as possible.

Then, in the distance, their figures began to appear.

-Whoosh!-

I rushed toward them, cutting through the wind, and they also approached me in battle formation.

I spoke to the one among them who appeared most calm:

"It's been a while, hasn't it?"
"You look quite exhausted."
"If you don't mind, could you help me out?"
"Of course."

No sooner had she and Aelin spoken than they began bombarding those behind me with magic, and the people following me started getting eliminated at a frightening rate as they were hit by those merciless spells.

-Crackle! Whoosh!-

Eve's and Rachel's ranged attacks were perfectly blocked by her [Ice Magic], and Aelin used her characteristically lethal skills to attack those approaching for close combat.

"This is much better now."

I continued the battle alongside Team 11's members with their help.

Reina approached alone, trying to eliminate me.

"It'll be difficult on your own, you know?"
"I know that."

Reina charged at me despite knowing she would be defeated.

Reina's sword grazed me several times, and my sword also grazed Reina.

"Are you not fighting properly?"
"What about you?"

Just as I was deliberately swinging my sword to merely graze her, Reina was also hiding her true abilities.

Come to think of it, I had never seen Reina's skills.

"Sorry, but... I haven't even awakened yet."
"...I didn't know that."

Seeing Reina's seemingly angry expression, I felt a bit sorry.

Not having awakened seemed to be a complex for her.

'Complex?'

The word "complex" made me think.

'Couldn't she do it now?'

I thought that if I could make her feel those intense emotions, she could definitely awaken.

To draw out those intense emotions, I provoked Reina:

"That's why you're only at Raicle's level."
"What did you say?"
"Raicle lacks experience, but you just don't have any potential at all."

Hearing those words, Reina frowned even more and swung her sword violently.

-Clang clang clang!-

I perfectly blocked Reina's sword strikes and, for the finishing blow, thrust my sword toward Reina's face while saying:

"This is definitely boring."
"..."

Reina, without any response, stared directly at the sword approaching her.

And just before the sword touched Reina's face.

-Crash!-

A tremendous shock traveled through the sword into my body.

I looked at the source of that shock with a satisfied smile.
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A brilliant, dreamlike light signifying awakening was radiating from Reina's body.

I looked at that light and said:

"Congratulations, first of all."
"Did you plan this...?"
"As I thought, you fall for provocation quite easily."

It seemed her pride was quite hurt when I compared her to Reicle.

Reina asked me with a gloomy expression.

"But... that thing about having no potential... was that true?"

It seemed my earlier comment about her lacking potential had wounded her quite deeply.

"What? No, I just said that to make you angry."
"Really!?"
"Did it hit a nerve?"
"...A little?"

She had clearly developed some insecurities just because her first awakening was delayed.

In reality, Reina was actually more talented than Reicle.

"Want to try using that skill?"
"Sure!"

Reina's face brightened like that light from earlier as she pointed her sword at me.

Then she used the first unique skill she gained from her awakening.

[Lightning Flash].

-Crackle!-

Reina charged at me with insane speed like lightning and swung her sword.

I hurriedly tried to block that sword, but I was a bit too late.

-Clang! Slash!-

Her sword, swift as lightning, cut past my sword and sliced my arm.

As a result, my sword was knocked away somewhere, and red blood was flowing from my right arm with considerable pain.

While clutching my wounded area, I asked Reina who was marveling at her own speed.

"How is it? Using your unique skill for the first time?"
"It's freaking awesome..."

Reina had a pure and happy face like a child who had just received a birthday present.

'Of course it is.'

After only using skills like [Leap] rather than [Swift], she finally got to use [Lightning Flash], which could be considered an upgraded version of [Swift].

"You guys have been using such amazing things all this time?..."
"Well... something like that."
"That's so unfair..."

Reina pointed her sword at me again, seemingly about to use [Lightning Flash] once more.

So I picked up my sword with my still-intact left hand and prepared for her attack.

While Reina's [Lightning Flash] was certainly fast, the truth was that she was still slower than me.

"Here I come!"

Reina used her skill again with an excited voice and approached me even faster than before.

'Did she use [Swift] too? Seems she learned [Swift] when she awakened.'

It appeared she had learned [Swift] in addition to [Lightning Flash] when she awakened.

Thanks to both skills, Reina slashed at me with wind-like speed using her dramatically increased agility.

However.

"You're certainly straightforward."

Reina couldn't control her speed and only charged straight ahead until she reached me.

Because of that, I could easily avoid her sword just by turning my body 90 degrees.

-Whoosh!-

While listening to that refreshing sound of her blade cutting through empty air, I kneed her exposed abdomen as she missed her attack.

"Agh!..."

Reina clutched her stomach and collapsed to the ground.

I asked Reina, who was dry heaving on the floor.

"Does it hurt?"
"H-how did you dodge? I even used [Swift]... Urgh!"
"You're still slower than me."

If the ranks of [Lightning Flash] and [Swift] increased, Reina's instantaneous speed would be faster, but that wasn't the case yet.

Both in terms of burst speed and sustained speed, I had a significant advantage.

'Besides, [Lightning Flash] consumes a lot of mana.'

She was probably low on mana after using it twice in succession.

Seeing this, obtaining [Magician's Heart] seemed like it had been a really good thing.

Even I wasn't exactly overflowing with mana.

"I still lose..."
"Having skills really does make a difference. Now you just need to raise the ranks of [Lightning Flash] and [Swift] and prepare for your second awakening."

Hearing my words, Reina stared blankly at my right arm and said:

"But... aren't you in pain?"
"Probably similar to yours?"
"Mine hurts like hell."
"Same here."

Still, this level of injury was something I could endure.

Compared to when that assassin sliced me up before, this was nothing.

Reina, still collapsed on the ground and unable to get up, looked up at me and said:

"Can you finish this quickly? I want to rest..."

After nearly 10 hours since we started, it was incredibly exhausting.

I also wanted to end this quickly and rest like Reina, so I hurried to finish it.

"But you could just press that surrender button yourself."
"That doesn't feel right..."

I swung my sword at Reina, whose expression showed her pride wouldn't allow her to surrender.

"Farewell."

After confirming Reina's elimination, I turned around and saw that the situation on the other side had also concluded, with her and Aelin running toward us.

She quickly ran to me and healed me with her holy power while asking:

"Are you okay?..."
"No... it hurts quite a bit."

She burst into laughter at my excessively honest answer, and I whispered to her:

"But now it's just our team and their team left, right?"
"That's right, so what?"

That was certainly a relaxed response typical of her.

I could only admire that well-founded confidence coming from her abilities.

With an imposing appearance, she asked Aelin:

"Aelin, I told you, didn't I? You can betray me anytime."

Aelin was quite flustered by her attitude that seemed to say "try if you dare."

"Um... honestly, I don't think I'd stand a chance..."
"Then how about this?"

She used her [Ice Magic] to create a sword of ice that was neither too small nor too large.

Then she gripped that sword and pointed it at Aelin.

"I'll fight you in close combat."
"And me?"
"Albert can sit over there and rest comfortably."

To be honest, I didn't even feel like she would lose with just the penalty of close combat.

From the beginning, she wasn't weak in close combat; she was just exceptionally strong in mid to long-range combat.

She had some proficiency with swords and spears, and quite a bit of experience in hand-to-hand combat.

'There's no way she'll fall for such a half-hearted proposal...'

Just as I thought it was impossible, an unexpected answer flowed from Aelin's mouth.

"Fine, that works."

I thought she would just surrender, but Aelin accepted the proposal and immediately took out her staff.

As she suggested, I sat comfortably on a rock in the shade to watch the fight.

Shortly after I sat down, the battle began.

"I'll go first."

She used [Swift] to instantly approach the opposing team and slashed through the members of Team 11 one by one with her sword.

Her swordsmanship wasn't as fast as mine, nor as precise as Reina's, nor as fierce as Reicle's punches.

However, there was a certain composure and beauty unique to her swordsmanship.

Like the flow of water, her swordsmanship struck them very smoothly.

-Slash! Cut!-

With her characteristically flexible movements, she avoided their attacks while naturally wounding them like flowing water.

Aelin, like the others, cast magic to stop her, but it was blocked by her sword.

'That sword must count as magic.'

Since it was created with [Ice Magic] rather than summoned as a skill, it wasn't classified as an item, so it didn't increase her stats.

However, since the sword itself was [Ice Magic], it seemed capable of canceling out magic of lower ranks than her own.

"This looks quite difficult for you."

Her threatening swordsmanship, contrasting with her smiling face, was enough to make them tremble.

She canceled out all their magic while gradually approaching Aelin.

"Come here."

Aelin tried to escape, but it was almost impossible to flee from her, who could use [Swift] whenever the cooldown ended thanks to her superior mana capacity.

This was especially true for Aelin, whose only means of escape was running on foot.

Aelin said to her as she approached right in front of him:

"Wait! Can't you just let me go this once... eek!"

She ignored those words and thrust her sword right in front of Aelin's face.

The others seemed to want to help Aelin who was cornered, but having witnessed her overwhelming power, they didn't dare to try.

Aelin had no choice but to surrender.

"I surrender... I surrender!"

Even after hearing those words of surrender, she didn't lower her sword and just stared intently at Aelin's watch.

Aelin understood that gaze and clicked his tongue.

"Tch! How unfortunate."

Soon after, Aelin pressed the surrender button, and the members of Team 11 followed suit one by one.

I approached her as she quietly watched them pressing the button.

"That was definitely overwhelming. Does this mean we're in first place?"

I checked the watch to see how many people were still surviving.

After the last person from Team 11 pressed the surrender button, the number of survivors dropped to 2, and the number of surviving teams to 1.

"Yes, we're first. That was definitely a bit easy."

As she said that, she looked at empty space, and soon a mysterious voice emanated from there.

-Congratulations! The winner of the 675th year midterm survival exam is Team 46, consisting of Elizabeth Michael and one other member.-

As soon as those words ended, she and I were teleported back to where we had started, and there, priests were using holy power to heal the injured.

"There are so many..."

And there were numerous people whom we had eliminated.

She and I headed to where our party members were receiving treatment.

When we arrived, our party members and professors, including Gloria, welcomed us.

"Congratulations on first place. As your homeroom teacher, I'm proud."

Gloria congratulated us, but there were clearly some professors who weren't pleased with our first-place finish.

And among those professors, the one with the most palpable magical energy said to Gloria:

"You didn't do anything, did you?"
"..."

Gloria ignored those words and approached me, saying:

"You must be tired today, so go back to the dormitory and rest. The remaining hand-to-hand combat schedule will proceed next Monday after school. By the way, one of those third-year students voluntarily surrendered."

Ch.71 - 70. The Imperial Princess (14)
# 70. The Imperial Princess (14)

"Withdrawal?"
"Yes, don't you remember? Albert dropped out."

Since he was someone I didn't know in the first place, I had no idea what she meant.

While I was puzzling over it, Gloria provided the answer.

"He's the one who dropped out when you fell from that tree."

'Tree?'

Come to think of it, I did remember something.

When I jumped down from that large tree to rejoin the group, I had eliminated someone.

'Makes sense he'd withdraw.'

If he could be eliminated by that level of attack, the outcome would have been predictable even if we had fought properly.

I don't know how he felt about it, but for me, it would have been a waste of time.

"That's fortunate."

From my perspective, it was welcome news.

I wouldn't have to do something pointless.

Just as I was about to drag my tired body back to the dormitory, she approached me and whispered in my ear.

"Something came up, so I need to go. See you on Monday."
"Oh... okay."

After delivering that message, she headed somewhere with Riel.

'What could be so urgent?...'

I was very curious about the answer to that question, but my body was too exhausted.

So I had no choice but to head straight to the dormitory, where I was drawn to my bed as if under a spell.

'I'll think about it tomorrow... whatever.'

In my current state, I didn't think I could process anything, so I chose to just go to sleep.

***

After such an exhausting day, a peaceful Saturday arrived.

-Chirp! Chirp!-

I woke up to the clear sound of birds again today.

I took out my phone from beside the bed to check the time.

"I woke up really early..."

It was only around 5 o'clock, still very early.

Perhaps because I went to sleep as soon as I returned to the dormitory yesterday, I woke up before sunrise.

"Maybe I'll take a walk for the first time in a while..."

I changed into my usual tracksuit and left the dormitory building.

Needless to say, no one was around.

So I walked very slowly by myself.

Without thinking anything, without saying anything, just walking.

As I cleared my mind and continued my walk, something occurred to me.

'What exactly happened yesterday?'

She seemed to be in quite a hurry yesterday.

And since Riel went with her, it was definitely related to the imperial family.

"What happened after the conquest of Eden...?"

The future might have changed, so it wouldn't match perfectly, but there should still be some connection.

I was carefully thinking about what events had occurred after the conquest of Eden in my previous life.

'Hmm... I can only remember the battles.'

If I had to recall what happened afterward, all that came to mind was the continuous attacks from the Babylon Kingdom... and the 704 Terrorist Attack.

Even that terrorist attack was carried out by assassins from the Babylon Kingdom.

"It must be related to the Babylon Kingdom..."
"What is?"
"Ah! You startled me..."

Surprised by the sudden voice, I let out a loud sound, causing Rachel, who was standing beside me, to look at me like I was strange.

I was quite embarrassed but tried to hide it.

"What's wrong?"
"I was just surprised because you appeared suddenly..."
"But what were you just saying?"

Come to think of it, I was also wondering why she was here.

If something had happened with the Babylon Kingdom, Rachel, the princess of the allied Orion Kingdom, would have been informed.

"Yesterday, the Imperial Princess went somewhere right after the survival test ended."
"Yeah, so?"
"Do you know anything about that?"
"Was that what you were talking about earlier?"

I nodded.

"If it's about that, then yes, it's related to the Babylon Kingdom."
"What happened?"
"Nothing major, just that demons were discovered nearby."
"By nearby, do you mean near the academy?"

Rachel quietly nodded at my question.

I was momentarily impressed by Rachel's incredibly nonchalant attitude.

"You call that nothing major? It sounds extremely serious... Hasn't this been in the news?"
"They were found in the palace, so I don't think it made the news."
"Wait... in the palace?"
"Yes."

I was suspicious about why Rachel was reacting so calmly to what was clearly a major incident.

Demons discovered inside the palace.

It was truly an unprecedented crisis.

"Were there any casualties?"
"Fortunately not, since the Emperor discovered them first."

That was fortunate.

Even the weakest demon has an enormous advantage compared to an ordinary person.

All demons are born with an immense amount of magical power due to the skill [Demon's Heart], which allows them to use powerful magic or strengthen their bodies to levels incomparable to humans.

That's why demons could establish powerful nations like the Babylon Kingdom despite their overwhelmingly smaller numbers.

Of course, things would be different in front of the Emperor.

"So what are they going to do now?"
"Well... I don't know... Recently, all the spies operating in the Babylon Kingdom have either been discovered and returned or lost contact, so we can't even assess the situation... That's why they said they can't take hasty measures."

Indeed, humans cannot match the overwhelming magical power unique to demons, which allows demons to distinguish between humans and their own kind by that feeling alone.

Of course, we can distinguish them the same way.

"This is serious..."

While the Kainis Empire's defense capabilities were formidable, they couldn't recklessly attack the Babylon Kingdom.

They hadn't properly confirmed the enemy's strength and didn't know what variables might exist.

If they attacked hastily and the dragon race suddenly joined the battle like before, they could be annihilated immediately.

Rachel looked at my face and said:

"Why are you so worried? Unlike our country, there are plenty of incredibly strong people here."
"That's true, but..."

Rachel had a point.

While demons were tremendously strong, the Empire had quite a few people who were even stronger than those demons.

For example, the Knight Commanders and their executives, the Heroes, and members of famous parties.

And there were also the imperial family members.

Certainly, it wasn't something to worry about yet... but it still felt unsettling.

'This never happened before...'

Not only was this a major incident, but it was something that had never happened even once in my previous life.

That fact gave me unnecessary anxiety.

As I stood there with a gloomy expression, Rachel offered some valuable advice.

"Instead of worrying, wouldn't it be better to train?"

Rachel's words were so perfect that I couldn't refute them.

And they were so obvious that I wondered why I hadn't thought of it myself.

"You're right, that's absolutely correct. So..."

I summoned [Sword of the Distant Abyss] and pointed it at Rachel.

Then I naturally continued:

"Want to spar after so long?"
"'After so long'? We fought yesterday, you know? We just got crushed."

Rachel said this with a bright smile that contradicted her words.

"Sure, let's do it."

We headed to the training ground and began our duel as soon as we arrived.

I dismissed the sword I had summoned earlier and instead picked up a small dagger.

"I'll just use this."
"You really... know how to annoy people, don't you?"

Looking at Rachel's frowning face, I said:

"I won't use skills either."
"Then I should definitely win."

Rachel pulled out her staff with a confident expression.

***

"Huff... huff."

I sat on the ground, clutching my burned left arm, while Rachel looked down at me with a satisfied expression.

"Are we done?"
"Yeah... let's stop here."
"Finally, this is what it takes for me to win."

Without skills, my movements were definitely too restricted, and I ended up taking hits that I would never have taken otherwise.

"But are you normally this fast at recovering? Recovery speed is proportional to vitality, but yours wasn't that high."
"[Regeneration]."
"You have [Regeneration]? What on earth are you to have [Regeneration]!?"
"You seem really surprised."

[Regeneration] was indeed a difficult skill to obtain.

It was a highest-difficulty acquisition skill that required consuming 5 million vitality points.

"Of course I am! How did you get it? What kind of things have you been doing at your age to..."
"You know my skills consume vitality, right?"
"Even so... is that enough? Maybe it is?"

Rachel seemed skeptical at first but somehow convinced herself.

"Wow... there's someone our age with [Regeneration]... Seriously, what kind of person are you...?"
"I wonder..."
"You might be even more amazing than the Imperial Princess."
"That's going too far."

As we were resting and chatting, someone entered the training ground.

Reina, also wearing the academy tracksuit like us, looked back and forth between Rachel and me.

"What are you two doing here?"
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"What are you two doing here?"
"Sparring."
"From Saturday morning? You're getting along well."

Reina's tone suggested she was making some unnecessary misunderstanding.

It was just a coincidental morning meeting.

But then Rachel said something meaningful to Reina.

"We do get along well, don't we?"
"Uh... y-yes...?"

Rachel's expression while saying that was somewhat frightening, so I had no choice but to agree.

It felt like she was threatening me with her expression saying, 'Say yes.' As I fumbled with my words, Reina watched me and said incredulously:

"Are you really getting along? He doesn't seem to think so."
"No... we get along well..."
"Did she get some dirt on you?"
"That's not it."

Reina seemed relieved by my return to a normal tone and changed the subject.

"Well... that's good then, but weren't you supposed to have that melee combat with the Imperial Princess yesterday?"
"We're doing it Monday, since the survival game ended too late."

Honestly, I didn't care when we did it, but Monday definitely felt more comfortable.

Yesterday, I wasn't in any condition to engage in melee combat with her.

"That makes sense. Yesterday was too exhausting."
"Right."
"So how do you feel? Confident?"
"Well..."

If I had to be blunt, I'd say I'll probably lose, but it wasn't like there was absolutely no chance.

After all, we hadn't fought since I obtained [Sword of the Distant Abyss].

"I'm not sure yet, but I think I won't lose one-sidedly at least."

Originally, when fighting her, I would lose one-sidedly, but things were quite different now compared to then.

And it seemed Rachel and Reina were thinking the same thing.

"Honestly, you have a chance. You might even win if you do well."
"Yeah, that pressure aura gives you an advantage, right?"
"That doesn't work on the Imperial Princess."

Hearing this, Reina looked surprised, and I asked:

"It doesn't work? Why?"
"It's blocked by [Michael's Blessing]."
"That can be blocked?"
"Yeah, but only by top-tier mental defense skills like the gods' blessings. Unless there's a huge rank difference."

Hearing this, Reina stared into space and spoke.

She was probably looking at her status window.

"That really is a cheat skill... It makes mine look so inferior in comparison."
"Your skill is plenty good too. In terms of pure killing power, it's arguably the best among all unique skills."
"But yours is considered the best without having to focus on just one aspect."

Hearing that, I suddenly found myself at a loss for words.

I wanted to say something nice, but the words just wouldn't come to mind.

I couldn't exactly say, 'Don't worry too much, you'll learn [Stealth] later anyway.'

"That's true."

And it was true that my skill was overpowered, so I had to acknowledge it.

"But she's strong even without skills. We just fought without skills, and I almost lost."
"You almost lost without using skills?"
"Yeah."

Hearing this, Reina looked at me with sparkling eyes.

However, those shining eyes were too much pressure for me.

"Not now, let's rest a bit."
"That's too bad."
"Besides, if I fought you without skills, I'd just lose. How could I react to [Lightning Strike] without skills?"
"You did it yesterday."
"Yesterday?"

As I tilted my head in confusion, Reina explained what happened yesterday.

"Yesterday you dodged it even though your hair wasn't red, and you were even using that greatsword."
"How did you know that summoning the greatsword increases strength instead of agility?"
"I could just feel it? When you hold the greatsword, you become incredibly strong, and with the dagger, you become insanely fast."

It was certainly an impressive deduction.

"But my agility does increase even with the greatsword. Without it, it would be hard to dodge. It could be dangerous if I mess up."

Difficulty dodging aside, if I got hit by mistake, I could die.

[Lightning Strike] was a skill with enough killing power for that.

And I had low defense to begin with.

"I understand, but is this skill really that dangerous?"
"Yes, enough to kill me if I get hit right now."

Clearly, Reina wasn't properly aware of the danger of [Lightning Strike].

Despite having a common name like Lightning Strike, not many people actually possessed it, so data was limited, and it was a skill she had just learned yesterday.

"It's an extremely dangerous skill, so don't use it carelessly. There's a reason it's the wannabe skill of every assassin in this world."
"The wannabe skill of assassins...?"
"Yeah."

In fact, Reina with [Stealth] was famous as the Empire's top assassin.

But judging by her current expression, she originally had no intention of becoming an assassin.

'Her expression is really dark.'

It was probably due to her aversion to the word "assassin."

In reality, assassins were often portrayed as criminals in the news, so they had a very negative image.

But of course, not all assassins were like that.

"You don't have to assassinate people to be an assassin. In fact, assassins are essential for high-difficulty dungeon raids."

In dungeons with high difficulty, priest-type monsters that heal their allies or ranged combatants like archers and mages often appear.

Therefore, assassins who could easily take out such monsters positioned in the back line were not optional but essential.

Reina's face began to regain its original brightness after hearing this positive perspective.

"Besides, assassins are few in number, so they're popular, and they're basically cool, right?"

Perhaps because of this, many famous party assassins had thick fan bases and were quite popular.

Of course, Reina was one of those people.

"Really...?"
"Of course. The assassin in the number one party is super popular too. They appear on TV often."
"Now that I think about it, that's true..."

Reina seemed to be starting to view the assassin profession more positively.

And there was one person watching us with a face full of discontent.

"You're being really nice to Reina, huh?"
"Am I...? I thought I was treating everyone the same?"
"Really? Then I guess it's just my imagination..."

Somehow, Rachel seemed to have a lot she wanted to say.

However, Rachel didn't say anything else and ended the conversation there.

'Why is she acting like that? Did I do something wrong?'

I couldn't understand why Rachel was reacting that way.

I wanted to know the reason, but it didn't seem right to ask in the current situation.

So I just stayed quiet like Rachel, saying nothing.

Just as the atmosphere was about to become awkward and suffocating, Reina spoke first.

"Are you feeling better now?"
"Yeah, I'm feeling better now. Let's do it."

To be honest, my left arm was still burning, but I thought it was better than staying still in this awkward atmosphere.

I quickly summoned a normal-sized sword and got up.

"You can use that. I'll dodge it."

***

At that time.

Unlike yesterday, the Imperial Palace was somewhat peaceful today, and the people of the palace were exchanging friendly morning greetings in the peaceful corridors.

And one of those people was heading toward the First Imperial Princess's bedroom.

It was a modest visit that didn't quite match the descriptor "Imperial Princess of the Empire," and that person entered the room without even knocking on the door, without hesitation.

Entering the room somewhat rudely, Riel gently shook the princess who was still sleeping soundly to wake her up.

"It's breakfast time, please wake up."

The Imperial Princess of the Empire heard her maid Riel's words and woke up from her sleep with a yawn.

Then, in a half-asleep state, she asked Riel:

"...Yawn~ What time is it? It feels really late..."
"It's 8 o'clock. Let's go straight to the dining room. Everyone is waiting."

She took her phone and headed straight to the dining room with Riel.

In the dining room, the Emperor, the Empress, and her younger brother Leo were waiting for her, and the Emperor spoke to her as soon as he saw her.

"You must have been very tired? Sleeping until now, unlike usual."
"Yes, it was a bit tough. Unlike before, our team only had two people..."
"Two people? Why?"
"Ah... they said it was necessary to balance things out."

The Emperor said to her as she spoke calmly:

"Who could it have been...?"
"It's someone you know, Father."
"Someone I know...? Don't tell me it was that person we saw before."
"Yes, it was him. A friend named Albert Veros."

Hearing his name, the Emperor frowned and said:

"You must be getting along well with him? Like that time too."
"Of course."

She spoke in a calm tone that would surely surprise her father if he heard what she was about to say.

"He's also my boyfriend."

Perhaps because she said it so casually, everyone was silent for a moment.

But when that moment ended, everyone showed different reactions.

Riel and the Empress were speechless, Leo had an expression like he'd bitten into something foul, and the Emperor looked incredulous as he asked his daughter:

"W-what did you just say?"

Hearing the question, she answered with a very bright voice and expression:

"He's also my boyfriend."
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Her thunderous announcement created a peculiar tension in the once-peaceful imperial palace.

"Boyfriend... you say?"
"Yes, boyfriend."

The Empress, who had been watching with an intrigued expression, asked her.

And with a face that clearly showed she was dying of curiosity.

"Since when have you been dating?"
"Not long."
"Wow~ Our Ellie has grown up, even having a romance. He did seem quite decent."

When the Empress praised Albert, the Emperor, who had been listening attentively, expressed his doubt.

"He's decent? In what... way?"
"His looks, his skills that are good enough to be treated the same as Ellie's, and he's got quite some nerve. Besides, didn't you praise him last time, saying he seemed promising..."
"Did I...?"

He seemed to have at least some conscience, as he couldn't deny that fact.

"Yes, you did. You said he seemed like someone who would achieve great things."
"Father, is that true?"
"Yes, it was during the evening of the title conferment ceremony. You said it would be good if he joined the Special Forces."

After hearing the Empress's words, she smiled brightly and said to the Emperor.

"That's wonderful, he said he's going to join the Special Forces."
"..."

The Emperor simply continued his breakfast in silence, and she looked at her father and said:

"Father, I'm sure you'll like him too."

Hearing this, the Emperor asked in a much different tone from before—heavy and serious:

"Are you saying he could earn my approval?"
"Yes, I believe he's more than capable of that. He's the one and only man who has captured my heart."

Her words revealed both her confidence and her affection for him.

The Empress and Riel were absolutely delighted, while Leo gave a hollow laugh.

And the Emperor gazed at her with a solemn expression.

"After hearing such words, I can't help but look forward to meeting him. Bring him over sometime."
"Thank you, Father."

***

Carrying the expectations of the imperial family, he was once again conquering a dungeon with his party members today.

Of course, he was completely unaware of what was happening at the imperial palace.

Rachel pointed at the dungeon boss charging toward her—a hideous creature resembling a spider—and shouted:

"Reina! That thing! Do something about that thing!"
"I know!"

Reina pointed her sword at the boss that was rushing toward Rachel.

Then, for the first time against a monster, she used her unique skill.

-Crackle!-

The strange sword strike, which even created sparks around it, struck the giant spider.

The massive spider was stunned by that quick and powerful blow—it had taken a significant hit.

But that was all.

"This is bad."

Despite taking that powerful attack, the monster didn't fall, and Rachel and Reina, having used all their available attacks, were cornered.

They looked at me in the distance with pitiful eyes.

'I have no choice...'

I had promised to help if things got dangerous, instead of them tackling the dungeon by themselves.

So I had no choice but to help.

And that situation was genuinely dangerous.

-Woong!-

I instantly activated two of my unique skills.

My intimidating presence spread throughout the dungeon, and the spider, noticing my existence, stared at me with its enormous eyes.

'Disgusting...'

I threw my massive greatsword at the spider with all my might.

Thanks to [Mortal's End] and [Sword of the Distant Abyss] in greatsword form, my strength stat had increased to nearly 150.

With such monstrous strength, the greatsword flew like a bullet and lodged precisely in the spider's head.

-Keeeeek!!!-

The monster collapsed helplessly to the floor with the huge sword stuck in its head, and Reina was repeatedly stabbing the fallen spider with her sword.

"What are you doing?"
"Well..."

Reina looked at the dead spider with disbelief and continued:

"Is this even possible? We tried everything and couldn't kill it... but you took it down with one hit?"
"It was easy because you two had already weakened it."

Of course, that was just a polite remark.

As a boss of a B-lowest grade dungeon, it was quite weak.

I could have taken it down with that one hit even if they hadn't weakened it.

"If either [Two Suns] or [Lightning Flash] had been just a bit higher rank, we could have killed it."
"That's too bad..."

Indeed, it was unfortunate, as Rachel said.

After being hit by [Lightning Flash], it was probably already near death.

"And if you hadn't panicked, you could have killed it. When your skills are on cooldown, don't give up—keep attacking even if it doesn't die."
"Got it..."
"So it was almost dead?"
"Yeah, probably?"

I couldn't be certain it was on the brink of death, but it was clear that the boss's health was low.

Rachel was a mage who used fire magic, which was like a natural enemy to insect-type monsters.

Realizing this, I said to the disappointed girls:

"Let's call it a day. We've been at it since morning."

It was already 7 PM.

The three of us had been training since 5 AM until 7 PM, even skipping meals.

Of course, we didn't skip meals because we wanted to.

"It's 7 already? Didn't we start at 5 AM?"
"Yeah, that's when we began."
"We've been at it for so long..."
"Let's go now."

So we left the dungeon and returned to the dormitory.

Since the girls' dormitory was closer to the dungeon conquest room, we arrived there first, and I said goodbye before they entered the building.

"See you, catch you tomorrow."
"Come to the training ground when you wake up tomorrow, got it?"
"Got it."
"You two seem to be getting along better now."
"We always got along, I told you."

They went back to their dormitory building, chatting about various things, and I headed toward the boys' dormitory.

As I was walking toward the dormitory, enjoying the cool evening air, I suddenly felt someone's gaze.

It was a very ordinary gaze, but it was quite disturbing and unpleasant.

So I looked in the direction where I felt the gaze.

'Who is it...?'

In the direction I looked, there was an unknown person just standing still, staring at me.

Someone wearing a black robe and a strange-looking mask was just watching me without moving.

'Why are they doing that?'

I was curious about who this person was and why they were behaving like that.

So I walked toward them.

-Swoosh...-

But as I approached, they suddenly disappeared.

I don't know what skill they used to vanish, but it didn't seem like they used magical power.

'Then an item?'

Recalling the item I often used, I approached where they had been.

I thoroughly examined the spot where they had disappeared, but there was definitely no trace of magical power.

'What was that?'

It didn't feel like a demon race with their characteristic enormous magical power.

Various items can hide it to some extent, but completely eliminating the sense of magical power like that person did was impossible.

So at least they weren't from the demon race.

'Beast-folk? Insect-folk? Fish-folk?'

Since no magical power was sensed, they probably weren't human, elf, or dragon-folk.

That left beast-folk, insect-folk, and fish-folk as possibilities, though fish-folk seemed unlikely.

Most fish-folk, like elves, don't leave their territories. So only beast-folk and insect-folk remained.

And both of those races were from countries allied with the Babylon Kingdom.

'Have they already infiltrated this far...?'

It might not be the case, but after witnessing such a scene, I couldn't help but think that way.

As I was heading back to the dormitory with such concerns, an unexpected person appeared before me.

It was her, who had disappeared somewhere last night, now approaching while activating some kind of item.

As soon as she spotted me, she waved from a distance and ran toward me. When she reached me, I asked:

"Hello? Didn't you say you'd come on Monday?"
"That was the plan, but something came up. It's a long story. The reason I left early yesterday was..."
"You don't need to explain that. Rachel told me this morning."

Hearing this, she tilted her head and asked me:

"Rachel did?"
"Yes, about a demon being discovered inside the palace."
"That's right. I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner. I was going to call you right away, but..."
"It's okay. Just make sure to let me know immediately next time."
"I will...!"

I looked at the item she was holding—commonly known as a magic detector—and said:

"Are you here because you detected that demon's magic?"
"Yes, you're as perceptive as ever. But I can't detect anything here."
"I saw someone here earlier."

She seemed surprised that I had seen someone.

"Really?"
"Yes, wearing a black robe and a strange-looking mask."
"A mask!?"
"Yes."

Upon hearing this, she took out her phone and showed me a picture of a mask stored on it.

"Was it a mask that looked like this?"

It was a mask engraved with a grotesque pattern that looked like numerous snakes clustered together.

Surprisingly, it was a mask I already knew, and seeing it gave me an idea of who that person might be.

Looking at the picture of the mask, I said:

"Yes, that's right. It was a mask that looked like this."
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That mask had always accompanied the most unfortunate memories in my mind.

The identity of that mask, which had never appeared in a good context, only emerging in unhappy and sad memories.

'The Executioner.'

That mask is the trademark of an organization called the Executioners.

The Executioners are a secret organization of the Babylon Kingdom, a very powerful group composed of a small but elite force.

The people of the Executioners, who hold a position similar to the Empire's Special Forces, always wear those masks when carrying out their missions.

Looking at that photo, it seemed the person from earlier was also wearing that mask.

'But why would an Executioner...?'

I wondered why an Executioner would infiltrate the Academy and appear before me.

What purpose could they possibly have for such actions?

"Do you know what this mask is? Witnesses of various crimes have reported seeing masks like this..."
"It's the symbol of an organization called the 'Executioners' from the Babylon Kingdom."

Given the situation, I didn't consider my position and told her the truth.

"The Executioners?"
"Yes, they're equivalent to our country's Special Forces."
"And you're saying someone from such an organization was here earlier?"

When I quietly nodded, her expression turned serious.

She too seemed to realize the gravity of the situation.

Indeed, having a Babylon Kingdom Executioner hiding in the Empire's capital was an extremely dangerous matter.

I spoke to her as she maintained her serious expression.

"The person I saw earlier also had that mask..."

But at that moment, the air around us suddenly distorted, and an unnaturally cold sensation spread throughout my body.

A chill different from her [Bitter Cold] was felt along my entire nervous system.

'This is bad...'

This feeling.

I had experienced it quite often before.

The identity of this chilling sensation was the instinctive fear felt in the presence of an overwhelming superior—what might also be called "intimidation."

Of course, unlike my skill, this was simply me being intimidated by the overwhelming presence emanating from that being.

The source of that overwhelming presence finally spoke, and a somewhat enchanting yet cold female voice was heard.

"How do you know about that? Our identity is classified information unknown even to people from our own country."

I forcibly moved my body, which refused to respond, and looked in the direction of the voice.

There stood a person wearing the same black robe and "that mask" as before.

"It seems you're too scared to even speak to me."

Indeed, as she said, I was too intimidated by her presence to say anything.

Of course, that was just "me."

The woman beside me, glaring at the newcomer, spoke.

"Who exactly are you?"
"This kid just told you, didn't he? An Executioner. By the way, unlike this boy, you don't seem intimidated? You two seem to have similar abilities."

She appeared unaffected, probably thanks to [Michael's Blessing].

Mental defense protects not only against skills but also against instinctive mental attacks like this one.

I couldn't be the only one paralyzed, so I reluctantly activated [Mortal's End].

-Woong!-

After activating [Mortal's End], I could move normally again.

Perhaps because our mental attacks collided and canceled each other out, the woman wasn't fazed by my intimidation at all.

"Countering a mental attack with another mental attack... quite clever, aren't you?"
"Why are you here?"
"I was curious about how you know that information."

Obviously, that couldn't be her only reason.

I activated [Sword of the Distant Abyss] and said to her:

"Would someone like you reveal that information if asked?"
"You've got guts. I like that."

After saying this, she removed her mask and robe, revealing her identity.

'I had some idea from her voice, but...'

Seeing her in person gave a different impression.

The small horns on her head and the bat wings proudly displayed on her back.

And her remarkably sensual, voluptuous figure with captivating features—a being I knew very well. Not human, but a succubus.

Lilith.

A member of the Babylon Kingdom's Executioners and the second strongest among succubi.

However, contrary to the common image of succubi, she wore a rather modest dress with none of the exposure one might expect.

"A succubus... I've never seen one before."
"You're surprisingly calm. How about this then?"

The crimson eyes looking at me began to glow and sparkle.

"Albert! That's [Enchantment]! Don't look into those eyes!"

Just as she warned, the succubus was using [Enchantment] on me.

[Enchantment].

A fearsome skill exclusive to succubi and incubi that could turn anyone with even the slightest attraction into their prisoner.

But it didn't work on me, and I continued to look at the succubus with a composed face.

"[Enchantment]... I'm sorry, but that doesn't work on me."

Both she and Lilith were surprised by the fact that I could look directly into the [Enchantment] eyes without any effect.

"Why on earth...?"
"Doesn't [Enchantment] only work on those who have at least some sexual attraction?"

No matter how beautiful this succubus might be, I wouldn't lose control of myself so easily.

Besides, I couldn't show such an unseemly side in front of her.

Pointing my abyss sword at the arrogant succubus who thought I would be so easily enchanted, I said:

"Did you think I would display such shameful behavior in front of my girlfriend? You're quite arrogant."
"...This is honestly a first for me, that there's someone I can't enchant..."
"For a succubus, you speak boldly for a virgin..."
"Eh? How did you know that!?"

Looking at Lilith's horns as she became flustered with a reddened face, I said:

"Typically, the size of a succubus's horns is proportional to the number of their encounters, isn't it?"

Ordinary succubi don't have horns as small as Lilith's.

Usually, they're about 5 times larger, and some even 10 times larger.

"But yours... are quite small."

The power of a succubus, that overwhelming strength, usually comes from the life force they've taken from men.

But Lilith was different.

Born between a succubus and a human, Lilith valued her body more than others did, yet still wanted to become strong like the rest.

That's why, despite having a succubus body, Lilith adopted human methods.

"Who the hell are you to know even that?"
"I also know that you didn't come here to fight us, Lilith."

Lilith lived according to her half-human ways and, in the process, came to admire humans.

Humans who endured and persevered through hardships that even she, with demon blood flowing through her, found difficult.

"But you still can't live in the human world."

However, humans would never understand Lilith's feelings.

"Humans aren't as kind as you think. They might reject you simply because you're a succubus, or they might judge you as an evil demon and hunt you down."

Breaking human prejudice is nearly impossible.

Especially for Lilith, being a succubus.

"Unlike the Babylon Kingdom, which accepts any race as long as their ideology and abilities align."
"...This is surprising. You're far more impressive than I expected..."

Lilith gave a seductive smile characteristic of succubi and asked me:

"Then what's your purpose in telling me all this?"

She was quick-witted, so the conversation progressed rapidly.

"I want you to join our side."

Hearing my words, she looked at me with a surprised face, while Lilith couldn't hold back her laughter.

After laughing heartily, Lilith said:

"Are you asking me to betray the Babylon Kingdom?"
"Yes."

My answer was so resolute and serious that Lilith couldn't help but become serious as well.

"Didn't you just say I can't live in the human world?"
"You don't necessarily have to live with humans in this country."
"Are you asking me to be a spy? You're quite fearless to make such a request to a demon you've just met."

From Lilith's perspective, it was understandable to think that way.

"I'm saying this because your goal and mine are the same."
"Goal?"
"Yes, like you, I want to live in and create a world where demons and humans coexist."

Hearing this, Lilith's eyes filled with sadness as she spoke:

"That's nearly impossible. You must know it's just a far-fetched dream?"
"Nearly impossible isn't the same as impossible, is it? In fact, there are quite a few demons like you who have a positive view of humans."

In my previous life, after countless wars, we eventually created a world where demons and humans coexisted.

Of course, it took an enormous amount of time and countless sacrifices from both humans and demons.

"In the end, the reason demons attack humans is because of that cursed leader, isn't it? Even those who like humans can't speak up because they fear Bael."

Even powerful demons like Lilith trembled before Bael and had no choice but to obey his words.

"For that goal to be achieved, that damned Bael needs to die first."
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Unless Bael dies, humans and demons will never coexist, no matter what.

Rather, one of the two nations will perish first.

"Do you think that's possible?"
"It's certainly nonsensical right now, for now."
"Are you asking me to trust you?"

I spoke with arrogant composure.

"I'm not forcing you, but if you stand with us, you won't regret it at the very least."

From the beginning, Lilith must have harbored resentment toward the Babylon Kingdom and its king and high nobles.

Considering Lilith's childhood, this was perhaps only natural.

After contemplating for a while, Lilith carefully opened her mouth.

"Give me some time to think..."
"Of course. Please come find me when you've decided. I'll be here."

Lilith shared the same goal as us.

That's why she would eventually take our side, just as she did in my past life.

"Then, see you next time..."

With a serious expression, the succubus vanished like a ghost from that place after those final words.

With that, I felt safe enough to deactivate my two skills.

'I didn't know that person was Lilith...'

It was truly fortunate.

If it had been any other Executor besides Lilith, I might as well have died right there.

The woman who had been staring blankly at me finally spoke.

"Where do you get such information from?"

Normally, I would have evaded her question.

Saying something like, 'I'll tell you when you become Emperor.'

But now wasn't the time for that.

It was right to inform her of the truth and actively utilize the information I had.

"It's not something I can talk about here... Is there somewhere we can speak privately?"
"Of course there is. Follow me."

As soon as she finished speaking, she walked toward the women's dormitory with a bright smile.

I asked her, not knowing why she seemed so pleased.

"Are we going to your room, noona?"
"Um... yes."

The way she became shy after hearing me call her "noona"...

'It was so cute... No, wait, her room?'

I never imagined I'd be going to her room so suddenly.

"Is this... uncomfortable for you?"
"No... it's fine... really."

My heart was already starting to act up a bit, but I was still okay.

Of course, there was no guarantee I could maintain this state once we were actually in her room.

I stood nervously in front of the women's dormitory building.

"Wait here for a moment. I need to get permission from the dorm supervisor to bring a man inside."

After saying that, she went into the building alone.

I stood still, doing nothing, waiting for her to return.

After about five minutes, she came back outside.

"Come in."

I followed her into the building.

The women's dormitory wasn't particularly different from the men's.

Except for the considerable number of female students in the first-floor lobby who were staring intently at us.

"Don't mind them."
"Has any other man besides me ever entered the women's dormitory?"
"Of course, though only about once every four months."

So for these girls, this scene was a rare event that happened once every four months.

'So that's why they're staring so blatantly...'

Their stares were so obvious that it was a bit absurd.

Feeling like a monkey in a zoo, I quickened my pace and soon reached the elevator.

She entered the elevator with me and said:

"You're clearly not used to this kind of attention."
"Yeah... it's definitely uncomfortable."
"Let's get off."

She got off at the 20th floor, and I followed her out of the elevator.

As I exited, a scene no different from the men's dormitory awaited me.

But there was definitely one difference.

"Huh? Why are you coming out of there?"
"Yeah, seriously."

Aelin and Riel were staring at me intently in front of what I presumed to be her room on the 20th floor, and Riel approached us and asked:

"You couldn't have progressed that far with your girlfriend already... Princess, what's going on?"
"We have something to discuss."
"Must be something really important? Important enough to go into your room..."

I addressed Riel, who wore her characteristically sly expression, and Aelin, who was quietly observing behind her as if watching strangers.

"Senior, you should come in too. You probably need to know this as well. And you too."
"Us too?"
"Yeah, don't come if you don't want to. Honestly, it doesn't matter if you're there."

While Riel didn't know my secret, Aelin's case was a bit different.

But it seemed Aelin wanted to hear our conversation too.

"No! I want to come too!"
"Is that okay?"
"I don't mind. Actually, I'm curious. Isn't this supposed to be a well-kept secret?"

She was right that I had been keeping it secret.

But I thought it was better to tell trustworthy people like her and Riel.

"That's fine. Senior Riel is certainly someone we can trust."
"What if I go around blabbing about whatever this is?"
"You wouldn't do that, which is why you're here now."

Riel was one of the few truly loyal subjects who showed absolute devotion to her master and even cared about those around her.

Because of that, I trusted her words.

"That's true enough."
"Then let's go in now. It's getting late."

She said this as she opened her door.

She entered the room, and we followed her inside.

'It's very simple.'

It was indeed a simple room that reflected her personality.

And as if to prove that reading was her hobby, books were stacked all around the room.

It wasn't particularly tidy, but it was still a clean room.

"Your room still smells like books."
"What should a student's room smell like then?"
"I meant the book smell is pleasant."

As soon as Riel entered the room, she looked at me with quite an intimidating gaze and asked:

"How does it feel to be in your girlfriend's room?"
"Um... it's nice."
"That's boring... Shouldn't your heart be pounding with excitement? Sniffing around the place and all."
"That's not why we're here."

Hearing that, she smiled and pointed to a large sofa in front of the TV, saying to us:

"Everyone sit there."

We sat on the sofa as she instructed, and she did the same.

Once everyone was seated, we looked at each other awkwardly, and in that quiet moment, she was the first to speak.

"I have so many questions... I don't know where to start."
"I'll just explain everything."

They listened attentively as I continued speaking in that strange atmosphere.

"It's a long story... To start from the beginning, I'm not from this time period."
"Time period?"
"Yes, I'm from about 400 years in the future."

Hearing this, Riel responded incredulously:

"Is that even possible?"
"You don't have to believe me. You can think it's nonsense and ignore it. I'm just telling my story."

I looked at her, who maintained an intensely serious expression and gaze, and said:

"In my past life, I was also your subordinate."

Starting with those words, I recounted everything I had experienced until now.

How I met her.

"We first met in a dungeon."

My feelings in that situation.

"That's when I decided to stand by your side—you who saved me when I was completely useless."

What happened afterward.

"So I worked hard to stand by your side, striving and struggling to transform from a loser who lagged far behind to the empire's strongest hunter. And throughout that process, you thoroughly supported me."

And events that occurred even later, such as the war with the Babylon Kingdom.

"The weather was very bright that day too, until those guys invaded."

And about her as well.

"That's how you became Emperor at the young age of 31."

I told many stories, and each time, she showed different reactions.

Sometimes she smiled, and other times she frowned.

"And in that war where the dragon clan participated, our Empress passed away. It was truly dangerous then. Although we won the war thanks to the Empress's sacrifice, no one could fill the void she left behind."

When the strongest mental pillar and the world's greatest magician departed from the world, the empire was greatly shaken.

With continuous civil wars and successive battle defeats, the empire nearly collapsed.

"But with the emergence of a new leader, the situation was reversed."
"A new leader?"
"Yes, the person you saw earlier became the princess."

As I said, the person who became the Emperor of the Kainis Empire after her was none other than Lilith.

"Of course, there was tremendous resistance from the people, but we didn't have the luxury to worry about such things."
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"Even those with complaints had to keep them to themselves, believing that good results would change people's minds."

In reality, while many people did rebel, just as many united under one banner.

"And thankfully, quite a lot of people rallied together, though perhaps it was because Lilith was the only one they could trust."

Nevertheless, the result was a successful unification of the previously fragmented imperial factions.

"We joined forces to resist the Babylon Kingdom once again. Since Bael had already suffered significant damage in the previous battle, we barely managed to gain the upper hand, and only at the end of that long, drawn-out war were we finally able to kill Bael."
"And then?"
"The new Demon King who appeared after Bael's death wasn't a madman like him, though he didn't like humans as much as Lilith did."

The new Demon King chose to sign a peace treaty with the Kainis Empire, and as a result...

"Finally, 'peace' came to us. After that, the two countries actively engaged in exchanges and got along well... That's the predictable ending."
"That sounds like a happy ending...?"
"Not really?"

Whatever others might think, that ending wasn't happy for me at least.

"Actually, I was happier during those times of conflict than in that era of peace."
"That's..."

Looking at her expression of disbelief, I said:

"You weren't in that ending. I couldn't accept that fact. And at the same time, I developed a certain 'desire.'"
"A desire...?"

Her clear eyes trembled slightly, and I gazed at them with a satisfied expression.

"Yes, a small desire to see my master again. And to fulfill that desire, I spent hundreds of years searching for a way to meet you again."
"So that's why you're... here now?"
"I couldn't find it then. Despite trying everything for hundreds of years, I ultimately failed to find a way until I was on the verge of death."

During that time, I did everything I possibly could.

I searched for and studied books on resurrection and time travel.

And I tried everything described in those books.

But I failed nonetheless, and afterward, I conducted my own research.

However, it was simply beyond my capabilities.

A mere 400 years wasn't enough to make me a god.

"So before I died, I had no choice but to put my faith in one skill and trait."
"Skill? Trait?"
"I had a rare trait that no one else possessed—a trait called 'Desperate Person' that helps fulfill what I desire."

That trait, which had been in my status window for as long as I could remember, had always helped me when I needed it most.

"And perhaps because of that trait, a strange skill appeared in my status window from the moment I developed that 'desire.'"

Looking back now, that skill was both evidence of my desire and my last hope.

"From then on, an F-rank skill called [???] appeared in my status window, though I didn't pay much attention to it at the time."

But at some point, I couldn't ignore that skill anymore.

"As the skill's rank gradually increased and my death drew nearer, I became more aware of it and started to hope a little—'Could this skill fulfill my desire?'"

It was certainly a foolish and vain hope.

I'm sure I knew that even back then.

But I had no choice—all other methods had long since been exhausted.

"And when I stood at death's door, that hope reached its peak. By then, the skill had surpassed even the highest SSS+ rank and reached EX rank."
"EX rank?"
"Yes, even I had never seen such a rank in my long life."

Usually, when a skill reaches SSS+ rank, it almost always evolves, and since no one had ever reached SSS+ with a unique skill, the nature of this EX rank was even more mysterious.

"And then, just before I died, that EX-rank [???] skill activated, dropping me into this timeline."

Despite what I said earlier, Riel, who was listening to my story with the most interest, asked me:

"So when exactly did you return to?"
"Last year, July."
"Wait a minute! Didn't you say you couldn't even properly kill a single monster until you met the Princess?"
"Yes, that's right."

Riel gave me a look of disbelief and questioned me again.

"So you grew from that state to your current level? In less than a year?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"That's... impossible."

And then, she who had been listening attentively to my story finally spoke.

"So that's why you cried back then..."
"Seeing you after so long... the tears just came naturally."
"Then you protected Mother knowing in advance?"
"Yes, I thought the Emperor's suicide was caused by the Empress's death, so I tried to prevent it however I could."
"I see... That's quite surprising...."

It must have been bewildering for her.

Even I, who had experienced these events firsthand, found it hard to believe, so how much more confusing must it be for her who knew nothing about it?

It would surely take her a long time to understand and accept these things.

That's what I firmly believed.

But then, with an expression that made it impossible to guess what she was thinking, she smiled brightly and said to me:

"And... thank you."
"What? Thank me?"
"Yes, after hearing your story... you went through all that hardship because of me, and yet you still came looking for me."

The hardships I endured weren't her fault.

They were choices I made and things I wanted to do, and I was happy doing them.

But because it was her, of all people, who said those words, I couldn't refute them.

"So has Albert's 'desire' been fulfilled now?"
"No, after fulfilling my first desire to see you again, another desire emerged."

Human desire is inherently endless.

It's a uniquely human characteristic that can be both good and bad.

"What is it?"
"You said that in your past life, the Princess had an arranged marriage with someone she didn't know."
"Yes, that's right..."
"I hated that. So this time, I developed a somewhat presumptuous desire unlike the first one."

Though I'm a nobleman, I'm only the son of a baron.

Ordinarily, she and I could never be together.

In fact, in our past life, even though we knew each other's feelings, we were separated by the wall of social status.

But now I didn't want that to happen.

"The presumptuous desire to make the Princess mine."

Those words made her smile, and with a pleased expression, she said to me:

"Haven't you already fulfilled that desire?"
"Not yet. I'm not satisfied with just dating."

When I said that, she blushed and turned her head away.

Then, with that adorable look, she opened her trembling lips.

"I-is that so?"
"Wow! Already thinking about marriage? You two definitely suit each other, even though you're quite opposite in style."

Riel seemed overly excited, while Aelin quietly marveled beside her.

"You really are... insane."
"Thanks for the compliment."
"It is a compliment, but... never mind."

Aelin seemed to have something she wanted to say but held back.

And so my long life story came to an end.

By the time I finished that lengthy tale, the clock was already pointing to 3 o'clock.

"Anyway, the story got quite sidetracked, but to answer the Princess's initial question—I have that information because I came from the future."
"I've heard so much today... It was a good time."
"Yes, I should get going now. It's getting late..."

As I said that and stood up, Riel, who had been just watching, asked me with a rather mischievous expression:

"You're leaving in this atmosphere? Why not just stay here? We can leave you two alone."
"Riel! What are you...!"

Both she and I were startled by that outrageous suggestion, while Aelin burst into laughter, finding the situation amusing.

I chuckled awkwardly and said to Riel:

"We've only held hands so far."
"You've already held hands!? That's pretty fast progress for you two! I thought you'd be much more awkward... that's a relief."
"People usually hold hands on the first day..."

To be honest, I didn't really know.

I had zero dating experience, and this was my first time.

"I'll be going now. See you tomorrow."

With that farewell, I left her room and headed back to the men's dormitory as originally planned.

'It feels good to have said it all...'

It was a relief to have revealed that secret and told the truth, and she responded positively to my story, just as I had expected.

Thinking about that made my steps toward the dormitory feel considerably lighter.

Of course, having been awake since 5 AM, I was quite sleepy.

"Finally, I can sleep..."

After ending this exhausting day full of extraordinary events, I lay down on the comfortable bed.

And then I fell asleep with incredible speed.
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Always the same crappy Monday morning.

But today, the morning assembly began with a slightly different atmosphere, and Gloria, who seemed a bit tense, started speaking.

"Those who know probably already know this, but recently there was an incident where demons from the Babylon Kingdom invaded the Michael Palace."

The incident was covered on the news last night.

The fact that demons had infiltrated the palace and that His Majesty the Emperor personally dealt with them.

"The demons are much stronger than we think. Even for you elites of the Empire, it would be too much to handle right now."

For some reason, Gloria looked at me as she concluded her speech.

"Since other demons might be hiding nearby, please be extra cautious. Also, Albert's final melee combat test will be held during fifth period today. Everyone, please come to the arena for fifth period."

So that's why she looked at me.

'I felt unnecessarily guilty...'

I thought she was trying to tell me with her eyes, "No matter how skilled you are, Albert, demons are too much for you."

"That's all for today's assembly. Everyone, prepare for first period."

With those words, Gloria left the classroom, and at the same time, Chris spoke to me.

"I'll get to watch you lose in person, and to your girlfriend at that?"
"How did you know about that?"
"It's already all over the rumor mill. There's even a rumor that you've gone all the way with her."

It was absurd, but I could guess why such rumors were circulating.

'It's because I went directly into her room.'

Given what I did, it was somewhat inevitable.

"By the way, that's pretty impressive? Dating the Imperial Princess?"
"I've been living for this moment all my life."
"Wow... Senior should have heard this..."

Chris was amazed by my bombshell statement, while Raicle and Reina gave incredulous chuckles.

Rachel and Eve, however, looked somewhat bitter.

Especially Rachel.

I asked Rachel, who looked like she hadn't slept all night.

"Did something happen?"

Rachel replied with a voice as rough as sandpaper.

"What did you do yesterday?"
"Yesterday?"

If we're talking about yesterday, I slept at 3 AM, woke up at 1 PM, and then raided a dungeon with her and Aelin.

"I went dungeon raiding yesterday?"
"Oh? Really? With whom?"
"Um..."

Her voice sounded cheerful, but her expression and tone were anything but.

She seemed a bit angry.

'Why is she acting like this...?'

I thought as I continued speaking.

"With Aelin and the Imperial Princess."
"Oh, really? Must have been nice? Clearing a dungeon with your girlfriend? Good for you. I'm going to first period now. It's fire attribute magic class."

With those words, Rachel stood up and left the classroom, and Reina, who had been watching the scene, let out a deep sigh.

I asked Reina, who seemed to know why Rachel was acting that way.

"What's wrong with her? Did something happen?"
"You clueless idiot."
"Huh?"
"Remember when we trained together on Saturday?"
"Yeah, of course I remember..."

Just to be sure, I tried to recall the memory.

Given Reina's words, the answer must be somewhere in those memories.

As I retraced my memories, I remembered the conversation we had just before parting ways with them.

-Come to the training ground when you wake up tomorrow, got it?-
-Got it.-

Only after recalling that memory did I understand why Rachel was in such a state.

"Ah..."
"You remember now?"
"Don't tell me she waited for me yesterday?"
"Yeah, she was at the training ground from 8 AM to 7 PM... But neither you nor your shadow showed up."

When Reina directly informed me of this fact, I couldn't help but feel incredibly small.

"By the way, is it true that you entered the girls' dormitory on Saturday night?"
"Yeah, I had something to discuss with the Imperial Princess."
"And you had to go to her room to discuss it?"

Hearing that made me feel quite wronged.

I really just went there to talk, but people were misunderstanding.

"It was something others shouldn't hear."
"Is it related to the demon invasion?"
"Yes, and it was even more important than that."
"I see... But putting that aside, how could you forget?"

The events of Saturday night had such a strong impact that my promise with Rachel had completely vanished from my memory.

"I know... But why didn't she contact me?"
"How would I know?"
"That's true..."
"Anyway, you need to make Rachel forgive you somehow."

Even without Reina saying so, I was already planning to do that.

However...

"How can I make her forgive me...?"

I've always been awkward with relationships.

Even after living for so long, I barely had any friends besides Chris and Eve.

"That's for you to figure out."
"This is bad..."

Reina's words were mercilessly cold.

Meanwhile, Chris and Raicle were reacting as if they were watching an entertaining spectacle.

"How about just bowing your head?"
"That's a good idea."
"Are you two seriously suggesting that right now?"

Chris responded to Reina, who was taking the situation seriously.

"It's just forgetting something, she could have contacted him first and this would have been over, right?"
"Still, a mistake is a mistake."
"That's true. Just apologize. If you explain the situation well, she'll probably forgive you. From what you've said, it doesn't sound like you were doing anything inappropriate."

Chris simply said to apologize, but I didn't think it would be that easy.

'I'm really... screwed.'

***

Eventually, fifth period arrived, and the entire A-class of both first and third years had gathered in the arena.

It was an enormous stadium with spectator seats.

'Ah... I'm really screwed...'

I tried to talk to Rachel several times before fifth period, but she ignored me each time.

She seemed quite angry.

At that moment, she approached me, oblivious to the situation, and asked.

"What's wrong? Did something happen? You look quite gloomy."
"Ah... it's something, but nothing major."
"That's good then."

Telling her would only make the situation worse, not better.

This was an issue that only Rachel and I needed to resolve, and I needed to apologize and ask for forgiveness.

"The teachers are here too."

As she said, as the fifth period approached, both professors in charge of the A-classes for first and third years came to the arena.

And among the two professors, Gloria spoke first.

"The reason Professor and I called you all here is not for anything special, but to show you the match between these two geniuses firsthand."

Gloria continued, looking at me and her.

"As you all know, these two students are skilled enough to win the Survival Tournament with just the two of them. Watching a match between such skilled individuals will be quite beneficial for you all."

Gloria's words were quite important.

Not only is direct combat practice helpful for improving skills, but observing others' matches is also greatly beneficial.

"So please pay close attention to this melee combat test. The two students, please come up to the arena, and the rest of you, please go to the spectator seats."

The other students hurriedly headed to the spectator seats while we climbed onto the large arena and prepared for battle.

She took out her staff and said.

"It's been a while, hasn't it? I've been deliberately avoiding duels until now."
"It will be quite different from back then."
"I know that."

As we exchanged these words, Gloria, who had also climbed onto the arena, asked us.

"Are both of you not wearing armor?"
"No."
"No."

Neither of us were hunters who particularly needed armor.

She was already perfect in terms of defense just by existing, and I prioritized speed, so I didn't use armor that would increase defense and magic resistance at the cost of agility.

"Do you think you can just dodge everything?"
"Of course."
"Then we'll begin now."

In that breathtaking atmosphere, Gloria continued.

"Ready... Begin!"

Gloria's resounding signal to start the battle echoed throughout the large arena.

And simultaneously, both of us activated our unique skills.

-Woong!-

As soon as the longsword appeared in my hand, I used [Swift] to charge at her.

-Swoosh!-

However, she erected an ice wall in front of me, forcing me to stop.

She had blocked my charge with just a single ice wall.

'I wonder if this will break?'

Now I could solve that curiosity.

I had summoned [Sword of the Distant Abyss] in the form of a longsword, neither a greatsword nor a dagger.

I judged that I needed both strength and agility to fight her.

'It should break, right?'

I raised my sword and slashed at the ice wall.

-Slash! Crack!-

The ice wall I struck had a large crack in it.

It looked like it would break at any moment.

So I raised my sword again and swung it at the ice wall.

Then.

-Crack! Crackle!-

The ice wall couldn't withstand the second attack and shattered into two pieces.

And beyond the shattered ice wall, I could see her with a surprised expression.

'Two hits, huh...'

This was definitely promising.

It broke after just two hits, even though I hadn't put much strength into it.

I was surprised by this fact, and she was also amazed.

"Wow... just two hits?"
"This is just the beginning, Noona."
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Chris, who was focused on the duel, asked Reina.

"Noona? Did he just call her 'noona'?"
"Yeah, I heard it too. Looks like he changed how he addresses her."
"Wow... now the real thing begins..."

On the arena, the two of them began a proper duel from that moment.

She relentlessly pressured Albert based on her overwhelming magical power.

However, he perfectly blocked all her attacks and occasionally found tiny openings to thrust his sword through.

Students watching this unbelievable scene showed various reactions.

"Wow... he's actually holding his own against the Imperial Princess?"
"Isn't he the real monster here? He's two years younger too."
"Either way, they're both insanely good."
"I thought the Princess would win easily... but that's not the case..."

The fight was far more intense than they had expected.

Thanks to Albert's overwhelming destructive power, her once absolute defense gradually crumbled.

And due to her judgment and monstrous magical power, Albert's specialty—his quick movements—had considerably slowed down.

Their respective strengths clashed, weakening each other's advantages, and Rachel simply watched the scene in admiration.

"Amazing..."

But then, an unfamiliar and cold voice came from behind Rachel.

"Truly impressive..."

Startled by the mysterious voice behind her, Rachel quickly turned around.

However, there was no one in the direction she was looking.

"What was that...?"

Rachel stared quietly at the empty space where no one could be seen.

***

-Clang! Boom!-

Even though I could break through that ice wall in two strikes, she was still an insurmountable wall.

I had threatened her quite a few times, but ultimately all my attempts were blocked, and my stamina was wearing down.

I asked her, who still maintained a relaxed expression.

"You have quite the stamina, don't you?"
"I've just been standing still, what do you mean..."

In a battle against a mage, I had no choice but to approach first.

Otherwise, I would be immediately exposed to her magic.

And an absolute defense mage... it was too overpowered.

'At this rate, I'll lose without much trouble...'

Honestly, stamina wasn't the issue, but vitality was.

Because of the penalty, I needed to end this quickly anyway.

'I should be able to use that, right? Considering who my opponent is...'

She also seemed to be secretly anticipating when I would bring it out, and soon revealed her thoughts.

"You can use that thing from before. The one that blocked the sun."
"Then I won't hold back."

I once again filled the sword, which was the abyss itself, with the abyss.

-Woong!-

The sword, emitting a malevolent energy, was craving for prey just like before.

Looking at the energy revealing its hunger to me, I said.

"This time, be satisfied with just magical power."
"Excuse me?"
"I was talking to this friend."

Hearing that, she looked at me incredulously as I said.

"This might be a bit dangerous."

Then I slashed the air with the sword.

-Swoosh!-

With a fierce wind sound, the abyssal slash approached her.

At a considerably fast speed, no less.

"Ugh...!"

She immediately responded to the slash by raising an ice wall in front of her.

-Ssssk!-

But the ice walls were helplessly absorbed upon contact with the slash.

Seeing that it even absorbed walls made of [Ice Magic], it seemed to absorb anything made of magical power.

"W-What is this?"

She couldn't hide her bewilderment at the abyss, and I admired the pitch-black object returning to me after completing its task.

'Looking at that still... gives me a strange feeling.'

For some reason, it felt like seeing another version of myself.

It was quite eerie, but in its own way, not unpleasant.

"It's my abyss. Please think of it as another me."
"That's a bit..."
"Here I come again."

This time, I charged at her while holding the sword filled with the abyss.

Numerous spells flew at me from all directions, but they weren't a problem at all.

'Eat well.'

The abyss began to feast on those spells as if it had been waiting for this moment.

Her magic couldn't even leave bones in front of my abyss.

I gradually approached her that way, and finally reached right in front of her.

-Swoosh!-

Then, a large ice wall shot up from beneath my feet, but that couldn't stop me.

I easily shattered the ice wall and swung my sword toward her.

Of course, I had withdrawn the abyss just in case.

My sword targeted her, but she used [Haste] to quickly turn her body and dodge my strike.

"I'm screwed..."

Her judgment created a huge opening for me, and she didn't miss it.

She lightly grabbed my shoulder, which was now in an indefensible position, and whispered softly.

"[Absolute Zero]."

With that whisper, a dry and cold sensation enveloped my entire body.

At that moment, my whole body froze, and I found myself trapped in a large block of ice.

She looked at me, unable to move even a finger, and smiled.

"Looks like I won."

I tried to fill the sword with the abyss.

Since I was currently inside magic, if I could just fill it with the abyss, I could escape easily.

Unfortunately, my hand wasn't directly touching the sword; I must have dropped it in surprise the moment I was trapped in ice.

Therefore, filling the sword with the abyss was impossible.

While I was flustered by this fact, she said.

"I really... almost lost. If your hand had been touching the sword right now, I would have truly lost."

As she said, I would have won if only they had been touching.

If only they had been touching.

But in the end, my hand and sword weren't touching, and soon after, Gloria declared her victory, ending the match.

"The winner of this combat is Elizabeth Michael, third-year Class A student. Congratulations."

As Gloria finished speaking, she finally released her skill, and I was finally free.

"That's quite disappointing... I almost had it..."
"You're still far from it, but you're really growing day by day. Is this the dignity of a veteran?"
"Just now, Your Highness was more of a veteran than me."

Using the agility that momentarily spiked with [Haste], she moved very meticulously, if only slightly, and that judgment changed the outcome.

She was definitely too proficient in close combat for a mage, and she said bashfully.

"A veteran is... thank you..."
"Both students certainly possess overwhelming power that doesn't match their age."

I couldn't help but feel good about such high praise.

Gloria wasn't usually one to give compliments.

Then Gloria asked me about my future career.

"Albert, what do you want to be when you grow up?"
"I want to join the Special Forces."
"As expected... Have you ever considered applying to the Knights Order?"
"I'll think about it."

Originally, even if I joined the Knights Order, I could still participate in wars with her, so it didn't matter much.

But the Special Forces, where I could spend more time with her, was slightly better.

And the Knights Order didn't particularly have any merit for me.

"I'll think about it."
"Your thoughts seem very firm."
"Of course."

I had no complaints about the job of Special Forces itself.

As long as I wasn't dispatched elsewhere, I could see her almost all the time, and there were quite a few days off, so I had plenty of my own time.

Honestly, it was almost a perfect job for me.

'Of course, when it gets tough, it's extremely tough...'

But if she was by my side, I could endure that and more.

I looked at her beside me and said.

"I don't want to be apart anymore."

Gloria clicked her tongue and scolded us.

"Tsk... save the romance for break time, will you?"
"Understood..."

Gloria seemed to envy us.

But I couldn't understand why at all.

'With that face, why...?'

was my first thought.

Gloria was quite popular due to her beautiful appearance and glamorous figure.

Moreover, being an elf, which is rare these days, made her even more so.

Despite her popularity, Gloria didn't have a boyfriend, even though she could have one immediately if she wanted.

'And yet she's criticizing us...'

While I was thinking that, she, who seemed to be thinking something not too different from me, said in a small voice.

"Come to the library today too. I have something to tell you..."

She naturally left the arena after saying those words.

I could somewhat guess what she wanted to talk about, but I couldn't help but think:

'Does she think I wouldn't come?'

I had been showing up at the library almost every day since joining her party.

As I was watching her leave the arena, Chris approached me from behind.

"What did she just say?"
"Nothing."
"I see..."
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At that moment.

Rachel watched the two of them talking as she came down from the stands and thought to herself.

'He likes it... very much.'

Rachel was displeased seeing him flirting with her while ignoring her own feelings.

Still, he was her boyfriend, and Rachel wasn't anything special to him, so she couldn't say anything.

'But that's... not right... I waited so long..'

Even if they weren't anything to each other, feeling upset was still feeling upset.

Of course, given his personality, he probably didn't break the promise intentionally, and something must have happened.

But right now, she didn't want to hear any of that.

Maybe she was just throwing a tantrum, but that's how she felt right now.

While she was sulking to herself, Reina, who was returning to the classroom with Rachel, said:

"Why don't you just let it go? It's not like he did it on purpose."
"But still..."
"He might not have told me what happened, but he'd probably tell you if you asked. You're the princess, after all."
"What do you mean 'after all'?"

Reina laughed incredulously and said:

"And stop being so jealous. He's not even your man to begin with."
"J-jealous!? It's not like that!"
"Oh, really? Well, if you say so..."

Rachel raised her voice at Reina's clearly disbelieving expression.

"I'm not jealous."
"Alright... Anyway, make up with him quickly."
"I'll think about it..."

As Rachel was making such weak protests, someone was cautiously approaching her alone.

"Oh!? Wait a minute... he's coming this way?"
"Coming? Who?"
"Who else? Anyway, I need to go to my next class. Good luck."

With those final words, as Reina was about to leave, Rachel called out in a flustered voice:

"Hey! Wait..."
"Take care, and have a good talk!"

Reina hurriedly ran off somewhere, and Rachel stared blankly after her.

"No... if you just leave like that..."

Rachel took her eyes off the already departed Reina and looked at Albert approaching her.

Albert cautiously asked Rachel, who was looking at him with a cold gaze.

"Can we talk for a moment?..."
"Ah... I need to get to my next class."
"It'll really just take a moment..."

But Rachel ignored his words and tried to leave.

She wanted to make up with him, but the anger from before hadn't completely subsided yet.

"Class is about to start soon... Let's do this another time, another time."

There was still some time before class started, so she could have stayed to listen, but Rachel didn't seem to want to.

Rachel tried to end the conversation and head to the classroom for her next class.

But then, after hesitating briefly, he moved with a bit of courage.

"Just listen for a moment!"

Albert grabbed Rachel's hand as she tried to escape the situation.

Rachel, surprised by the warm touch that suddenly seized her hand, instinctively turned around, and there was Albert, holding her hand with a flushed face.

He spoke in a barely audible voice.

"Just... listen for a moment..."

Rachel, whose face was also flushed like Albert's, spoke in a somewhat softened tone and voice.

"Fine... what is it?"
"About... what happened the other day..."

Albert was clearly referring to what had happened on Sunday.

"Yeah... so?"
"First of all... I'm sorry."

Albert bowed his head in apology, and Rachel was taken aback by his sudden action.

After a moment of surprise, she asked again with a prim tone.

"What are you sorry for?"
"For forgetting our Saturday evening appointment and making you wait all day..."
"So you stood me up and had fun with your girlfriend? Was it nice?"
"I'm sorry... really sorry. I didn't mean for that to happen..."

He was apologizing sincerely, so Rachel's anger was gradually subsiding.

"But... can you let go of my hand now?"
"Huh? Oh! Sorry..."

He let go of her hand in surprise, and Rachel looked at him with satisfaction.

Rachel seemed to have almost forgiven him for his behavior, but she was still curious about what had happened.

"So what happened that night? What was so important that you forgot our appointment?"
"Well... it's a bit difficult to explain here. I'll tell you after the academy ends."
"Alright, see you later."

With those final words, Rachel left to attend her next class, and he stared blankly after her.

"Is she... no longer angry?"

As he was uncertain about what had just happened, Chris approached him.

"Of course she's not angry anymore. Didn't I tell you? Men need confidence! Just grab her hand firmly! That's all it takes."
"She definitely seems much better than before..."
"It's more than just 'better,' I'm telling you."

Seeing Chris's confident demeanor was somewhat reassuring.

Usually, Chris wouldn't react like that unless he was certain.

"Well... if you say so."
"Don't forget next time. If you do it again, it could really be serious trouble."
"Of course I won't."

Albert made a firm promise to himself that he wouldn't do it again, and probably there wouldn't be such incidents in the future.

Probably...

After making that firm resolution in his heart, he asked Chris:

"By the way, what's our 6th period today?"
"That teacher is on a business trip today, so we have free periods from 6th to 8th."
"Then what should we do?"

Chris answered Albert's question with a bright smile.

"Come at me."
"Huh?"
"I said come at me, but don't use any skills."
"Huh?? This situation feels familiar somehow..."
"Shut up and come at me."

Albert chuckled at his shameless and confident response.

"Aren't you being too cocky for someone who's too scared to let me use skills?"
"I told you earlier, men need confidence."
"Don't you know the saying 'too much of a good thing'?"
"In times like these, the saying 'the more the better' applies."

Albert was dumbfounded by his inexplicable confidence, but his body was already heading toward the arena.

"Don't cry when I beat you."

***

After finishing that long sparring session with Chris, I was waiting for her in the library.

'That was really tough...'

It was incredibly difficult, probably because of his request not to use skills.

But it seemed like I was now at a similar level to guys like Chris or Raycle.

Even without using any skills, my stats didn't seem to be lacking at all.

Of course, my defense was still too low, so it still hurt if I got hit badly.

As I was thinking about that sparring session, the library door opened, and the person I had been waiting for came in.

And she greeted me cheerfully as soon as she saw me.

"You came quite early today?"
"You told me to come, Noona."
"W-well, that's true."

She continued the conversation as she sat down at the table where I was sitting.

"About what I wanted to talk about earlier."
"Yes."

She hesitated a bit, stalling for time, and I quietly waited for her to speak.

"Um... are you free this weekend?"
"Yes, of course."
"Then would you like to go on a date this weekend?"

I was momentarily taken aback by her rather direct date proposal.

Somehow, I thought someone like her would use a more roundabout way of asking rather than using the word "date" directly.

"I'd love to."
"Then I'll let you know where to meet on the weekend. But more importantly, the kids will be here soon, so please keep our weekend date a secret..."
"Won't everyone find out anyway when we go on the date?"

It was true that she was famous enough that almost no one in the Empire, especially in the capital, wouldn't recognize her.

"That's true... But don't you think we won't be caught if we hide well?"
"How?"
"People don't recognize me when I just wear a mask, you know?"
"What? Really?"

She nodded at my question.

'They don't recognize her with just a mask?'

It's true that she has a small face, so a mask would cover most of it, but it still didn't make sense to me.

If she only wore a mask, it wouldn't hide her distinctive silver hair and purple eyes.

"Aren't they just pretending not to know you?"
"Honestly, I'm not sure either. They all seem to glance at me occasionally..."

Then it was certain they were just pretending not to recognize her.

To begin with, the image of her shown to the public through media was quite different from how she appeared in front of me.

Right now, she looked cute and gentle, but in the media, she was often portrayed as a charismatic leader.

'That's probably why they don't acknowledge knowing her...'

But she didn't seem to realize this fact.

"They probably all know but just don't approach you."
"What should I do then?"
"Doesn't it not matter? We're planning to go public anyway, and they're not really bothering us. But why do you want to hide that we're dating?"
"Because Riel will tease me again..."

The reason was surprisingly trivial.

"From what I can see, you can't avoid that. Just enjoy it."

If you can't avoid it, it's best to enjoy it, and Riel's teasing was something she couldn't escape.

After hearing my words, she spoke in a timid tone.

"I'll try..."
"By the way, when are the others coming?"

-Clunk!-

"They're here."

With eerie timing, the library door swung open wide, and those kids we were just talking about entered the library.
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Our party members entered the library.

Chris, who came in first, looked at us sitting at the same table and said:

"What? You're already here?"
"I came straight here, didn't have anything else to do anyway."
"Everyone, please take a seat."

Following her instructions, they all sat down at our table.

By the way, not just me but all the other party members were here too. She had called everyone.

But judging by how everyone arrived at the same time, it seemed like everyone except me was told to come a bit later.

Anyway, our party leader, who gathered us here, spoke:

"The reason I gathered you all here today is because of the training I mentioned before the midterms. Now that the midterms are over, I'd like to start the training as I mentioned before. Is that okay with everyone?"
"Of course."
"Absolutely."

Everyone seemed to have been waiting for this "training."

Perhaps it was because of recent events, like the discoveries at the palace and the almost certain war with the Babylon Kingdom.

"Since Albert and I are at similar levels, we'll divide into two teams and conduct training separately."

I had heard this on Sunday.

-Let's divide the training with me and Albert as the centers.-

When I first heard it, I was puzzled, but thinking about it again, it seemed like a good approach.

From the beginning, she and I had completely different combat styles, and each party member had their own style, so grouping similar people together would be much more efficient.

Of course, I was pleased that she acknowledged me as being at her level.

I asked her:

"So who's on my team?"
"We've basically divided the teams according to combat styles. Albert's team has Chris, Reina, and Briton, making four. My team has Elin and Rachel. And as an exception, Eve will learn from Riel."

It seemed like she simply divided us into close-range and long-range, but that was sufficient.

And Eve, who fights differently from her and Rachel by sniping from extreme distances, would indeed benefit from learning sharpshooting from Riel, who was skilled in marksmanship.

"So we're on the same team after all."
"We both fight at close range."
"It definitely makes more sense to learn from you."
"I'll roll you around properly later and help you awaken."

Like Reina about four days ago, Chris hadn't undergone his first awakening yet.

Being both a capable priest and having advanced fighting skills, most crises probably weren't even crises for him.

That's why he still hadn't awakened.

"That sounds a bit scary... when you say it like that."
"Don't tell me you're already scared?"
"O-Of course not."

Despite his words, he looked quite frightened.

The gap in ability he felt when seriously fighting me in the survival match seemed to have instilled fear in him.

"By the way, you're really growing day by day... while I feel like I'm always in the same place."

When Chris brought up this unusually heavy topic, Reina, who was sitting next to him, comforted him.

"I felt the same way, but now I'm much better. Once you achieve your first awakening, things will improve."
"That's good to hear."

Chris was definitely an elite, easily in the top 1%.

But having me and her nearby probably made him think that way more often.

Chris himself probably knew that comparing himself to others was meaningless, but knowing that doesn't make it easy to stop the comparison.

His feelings of inadequacy would only diminish once he could see and feel his own growth and achievements.

Of course, visible achievements require a lot of effort, but someone like Chris was more than capable.

As we were chatting among ourselves and they were doing the same on their side, she spoke as if she had just remembered something:

"I'll contact you separately later about the detailed training schedule."
"This is really getting serious."

When she mentioned a training schedule, I suddenly recalled the days I spent with her in the past.

Back then, we also had a fixed training schedule and lived according to it.

'It's been a while...'

Living according to that schedule sometimes felt like being on a hamster wheel, but it also gave a sense of stability.

I couldn't say that lifestyle was absolutely good, but if asked if it was bad, I wouldn't say that either.

"It's more efficient that way."

Chris asked her, making a comment that was very much like her:

"So, for example, will we have one-on-one matches on Mondays and dungeon raids on Tuesdays, with different activities scheduled for each day?"
"Yes, that's right. And for dungeon raids, we'll mix up the teams each time. It's better to practice coordinating with as many different people as possible."

She was right that it's good to practice coordinating with as many people as possible.

Though I hadn't done that myself.

I found it more comfortable to be alone, and my skill set didn't really match well with party play.

"Though Albert probably doesn't care either way."

Hearing her words, Reina said to me:

"Come to think of it, you really don't fit well with party play. Party members can't keep up with your tempo, and when you use your skills, even your teammates' stats decrease. Can't you make that pressure not affect certain people?"
"Unfortunately, no."

Regarding controlling the pressure, as Reina suggested, I had tried to practice controlling it at will, but I could only make the pressure stronger in an instant, not weaker or selective about who it affected.

"But you must be incredibly strong in one-on-one fights."
"Yeah, he even beat Raycle in that ranking match. I think his level was quite low back then."

When Chris mentioned Raycle, something came to mind.

'It would have been nice if he had joined our party...'

Raycle fought in almost exactly the same way as me, so I could have taught him well.

I could have given him detailed advice on what difficulties I faced with this approach and how to overcome them.

Unfortunately, Raycle wasn't in our party, and he didn't seem particularly interested in receiving guidance from me, even though he must have encountered those issues by now.

He probably thought he could solve those problems on his own.

'He seems to have increased his training recently too...'

He had definitely been clearing dungeons and sparring with others more frequently than usual lately.

Training intensely like Raycle is now can sometimes lead to a sudden second awakening.

Anyway, it's a positive change.

Excessive strain isn't good, but that level of passion is necessary.

While I was thinking about Raycle, Chris brought him up:

"It would have been nice if Raycle had joined our party... since his style is similar to yours."
"That's a shame."

In Raycle's case, his second unique skill was a passive skill that helped with defense, so his potential was quite high.

He had a skill composition that allowed him to be both an excellent damage dealer and a tank.

He would have been quite helpful if he were in our party, but honestly, it didn't matter much.

I wasn't feeling any lack currently, and Briton would be able to fulfill the tank role excellently later on.

"But it doesn't really matter."
"That's pretty cold..."
"Reality is cold. By the way, do you guys have any plans today?"

Everyone gave the same response to my question:

"Of course not."
"I don't, why?"
"I'm free too."

I made a proposal to my three idle team members:

"Then shall we start today?"
"Start today?"
"Yeah, from today."

They all seemed to be considering my proposal briefly, but one person answered without hesitation:

"Sure, I've got nothing else to do, so let's start today."

Chris showed enthusiasm from day one, and seeing this, the others seemed influenced and accepted my proposal.

"I'm in too."
"Well... I'll join as well."

After the other two accepted my proposal, Chris immediately prepared to leave the library for the training grounds.

Reina stared blankly at Chris and asked me in a very small voice:

"Did you make up with Ichel?"
"I think so?"
"Then I guess it's fine. Be careful from now on."
"Yeah..."

Reina looked at them as they were already opening the library door and heading outside, and said:

"Hey! Let's go together!"
"Just take your time, we'll go ahead."

They didn't seem to have any intention of waiting for us and soon disappeared from our sight.

'Why are they in such a hurry...'

I wondered as I got up from my seat to follow them, and Reina did the same.

"Let's hurry too."
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Just as Reina and I were about to follow them out of the library, she approached me and asked.

"Where are you going?"
"I don't have anything else to do, so I'm going to start training from today."
"Ah~"

She gave me a dazzling smile as bright as the sun and said to me.

"Work hard."
"Yes, you too, Noona."

After hearing her words of encouragement, I left the library with Reina.

Then Reina, who had been wearing a sullen expression beside me, spoke up.

"What's with the salt in the wound?"
"Huh...?"
"I mean, doing that in front of a single person... calling her 'Noona' and all..."
"I couldn't help it just now."
"..."

Reina didn't respond to my words, and looking at her, I said.

"When someone that beautiful says something that beautiful to me, how am I supposed to hold back just because you're standing next to me?"
"You're really serious about this..."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Unlike others, you don't seem to care at all about the princess's wealth or power."

Certainly, her overwhelming wealth and power would attract many people.

In fact, she seems to be really struggling because of it.

"Is that so? Then that's good."
"But when did you start liking her?"

Reina's expression was quite intrigued as she asked that question.

She was truly a 17-year-old girl with a lot of interest in other people's love lives.

"What good would it do you to know?"
"I'm just curious."
"It's... kind of hard to tell you."

Even though I refused to answer, Reina persisted with her questions.

"Then what do you like so much about the princess?"
"There are too many things to list one by one."
"Ugh... then just tell me one."

If I had to pick just one from all those reasons... it would definitely be that.

"The fact that while she's a charismatic leader in front of the public, in front of me, she's just a shy 19-year-old girl?"
"Wow... I really can't stand this..."
"You asked and now you can't stand it?"
"It's just... so cringy. How can you say things like that...?"

It was certainly cringeworthy, but not to the point where I couldn't say it.

That's how sincere I was.

"Well..."
"I wish I had someone like you by my side too..."

I asked Reina about her statement, which I didn't understand.

"What do you mean?"
"I mean I wish there was someone who loved me sincerely, just like you sincerely love the princess..."

Reina looked somehow wistful as she said those words.

I spoke to Reina, who was talking like the tragic heroine of a drama.

"It'll come someday, someday."
"I hope so... That would be nice."

While we were having this rather serious conversation with Reina.

-Ding!-

Suddenly, both our phones rang at the same time.

I took out my phone that had suddenly rung to check what message had arrived.

"A group chat?"

She had created a group chat with just our party members and sent the party schedule she had mentioned earlier.

The party schedule was as follows:

-Monday, Wednesday: Team sparring or practice. Tuesday, Thursday: Joint dungeon raids (number of participants varies each time). Friday: Joint sparring. Weekends are free.-

It was definitely a schedule that was somewhat intense but manageable, suitable for first-year high school students.

'Weekends are free...'

In my previous life, even weekends were packed, but this time, weekends were marked as free.

For me, it was quite a relaxed schedule, but it seemed that wasn't the case for others.

"This is really tight..."
"This is actually quite relaxed."

Hearing my words, Reina let out a disbelieving laugh and asked me.

"Are you sure it's relaxed...?"
"You'll get used to it after a while."

The first two weeks might be tough, but they'll adapt as they continue.

Humans are creatures of adaptation.

And everyone will do well because they are the undisputed elites of the Empire.

When Reina and I arrived at the training ground, I said to those who were already in combat stance.

"Let's begin."

***

In stark contrast to Albert's passionate team, Elizabeth's team was still in the library.

"Is this schedule okay?"
"Yes, it looks good."
"I like that weekends are free."

Everyone was responding positively to the schedule, and Elizabeth asked them.

"The other team has already started, what should we do?"
"Let's start tomorrow..."

Aelin, who said that, looked very tired, as if she might collapse at any moment.

It seemed that yesterday's training had been quite difficult.

"Then let's do that. Aelin, you pushed yourself too hard yesterday, so go back to the dormitory early today and get some rest. Health is the top priority."

Albert and Elizabeth's training intensity was certainly too much for Aelin.

Still, Aelin had gritted her teeth and kept up with their pace during training, and this was the result.

So Aelin, Riel, and Eve, all with eyes like rotten mackerel, left the library to return to the dormitory.

While everyone was heading back to the dormitory, Rachel, who was still there, asked her.

"Unni, how did you two end up dating? It didn't seem like you were in that kind of atmosphere to start dating right away..."
"What are you talking about? We were already in a situation where we'd start dating if one of us confessed."

In that situation, when a romantic atmosphere arrived, naturally one side confessed and they started dating.

In the end, Albert was the one who confessed, but originally she had planned to confess first.

"I'm envious... you're already dating."
"Rachel, you could easily date too if you wanted to."
"Uh... really?"
"Yes, as long as you don't go after someone else's boyfriend, it's perfectly possible."

Hearing those words, Rachel was startled and said in a flustered voice.

"I... I've never done that!"
"I never said you did."

Despite her bright smile, her tone and voice were somewhat chilly.

It was as if she was warning Rachel not to touch her man.

Rachel, understanding her intention, smiled just like her and asked.

"Did you put me and Albert in different teams because of that?"
"Not at all."

Rachel couldn't help but be flustered by that calm and straightforward response, which seemed so sincere that it couldn't possibly be a lie.

"I put you in our team because you're a mage like us. Please refrain from unnecessary misunderstandings."

She continued speaking while looking at Rachel's confused expression.

"Besides, he's not the type to be swayed by someone trying to seduce him."
"How do you know that?"
"It's my intuition. If you don't believe me, want to make a bet?"
"Uh..."

Rachel almost fell for her quite provocative challenge, but fortunately, she came to her senses.

"No, that's okay..."

It wasn't ethically right to begin with, and Albert wasn't the type to be swayed by someone's seduction, as she had said.

'I don't think he'd be swayed even if a succubus tried to seduce him...'

He seemed like the type of person who would only look at one person.

Of course, it was too early to be certain.

But she was quite confident, as if she had been watching him for a long time.

Rachel found this strange and wondered why she had such confidence.

"You're really confident, Unni, that Albert is the type to be loyal like a sunflower."
"Ah... Rachel might think that because you don't know."

Rachel couldn't understand what she meant by "don't know," just as she had said.

"What? What don't I know?"
"Nothing, it's just something."

She vaguely brushed off Rachel's question and was naturally preparing to leave the library.

"Are you leaving already? Don't you usually stay until 8 o'clock?"
"I want to leave a bit early today. Rachel, you can stay if you want."
"No, I was about to leave too."

So the two of them left the library together amicably and headed to the dormitory.

For some reason, the atmosphere became awkward, so they walked without saying anything.

***

We trained intensely following the schedule she had given us.

Working so hard made time fly by.

'It's already Saturday.'

After those not-so-ordinary weekdays passed, the long-awaited weekend arrived.

That's why I was at the place she had told me about yesterday.

The capital of the Empire, a huge park somewhat distant from the academy.

I was sitting quietly on a bench near the entrance of the park, waiting for her. After waiting for about 10 minutes, she appeared before me in casual clothes.

Wearing a pure white dress with a purple cardigan, she looked breathtakingly beautiful as she said to me.

"I've noticed this before, but you always arrive really early."
"Well... it makes me feel more at ease. By the way, that outfit really suits you."

Hearing my compliment, she smiled gracefully and said.

"Thank you. That jacket really suits you too, Albert."

Her compliment made me feel so good that I didn't know what to do with myself, and my shoulders rose involuntarily.

"Since we still have some time before the concert, shall we go eat? You haven't eaten yet, right?"

This time, she had planned the entire date course and sent it to me last night.

'I was really surprised by that...'

I had been thinking about a date course myself, but she beat me to it.

And since she had suggested we eat together after meeting, I hadn't eaten yet.

"No, I haven't eaten yet."
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"You don't like sushi, do you?"
"You know that too?... I wonder if there's anything you don't know about me."

I could certainly pride myself on knowing more about her than anyone else.

She continued with a genuinely curious expression.

"Albert likes sushi, and last time we ate what I like, so it's fair now."

I followed her into a restaurant which, ironically, was famous for its sushi.

'How did she know I like sushi?...'

As I asked myself that question, one person came to mind.

To be honest, besides myself, there was only one person who could have told her such a fact.

"Just so you know, I heard about you liking sushi from Aelin."
"I figured as much..."

That confirmation shot made it even more certain.

"I feel like I know too little about Albert, while you seem to know everything about me..."
"We can get to know each other slowly from now on. We have plenty of time. And there are quite a few things I don't know either."

There was as much I didn't know as what I did know.

But we had enough time to transform those unknowns into knowns.

"Things you don't know...?"
"Yes, for example, I don't know how you talk and act with your boyfriend."

There would certainly be new aspects of our relationship that differed from our past life.

And I wanted to discover those aspects slowly.

Preferably over a very long time.

"I know well how you think of and treat your subjects, and what level of capability you have as a leader, though."
"I'm curious about that... How was I? Did I do well?"
"You don't need to worry about that."

Whether it was because the empire was at its strongest during her reign as emperor, or because she was the emperor during the period with the most wars since the founding, in later generations she would be praised as the most excellent leader.

"If Albert says so, that's somewhat reassuring."
"More importantly, aren't you going to eat? There are quite a few other menu items besides sushi..."

She had been quietly watching me eat sushi without touching any food herself.

I could understand her not eating sushi if she didn't like it, but this place offered more than just sushi.

Yet she hadn't ordered anything.

"It's fine. I feel full just watching Albert eat."
"That sounds like something a mother would say."

It was quite a touching statement, to the point where I wanted to return the sentiment to her someday.

"Do you like that kind of nurturing approach?"
"I don't dislike it. I'm lacking in various aspects, after all."

Though I said that, I honestly didn't mind either way.

I liked 'her' regardless of what style she had.

Whether my tone or expression revealed that fact, she seemed to understand my thoughts.

"You sound like you don't care either way?"
"You know me well."
"It's written all over your face, like 'I really don't mind~'"

She imitated my tone and voice quite naturally.

"Was that supposed to be an impression of me?"
"Yes."
"Oh... I see."
"Ah! That's right."

As we were chatting, she seemed to remember something.

"There's something I forgot to tell you on Monday."
"Oh... what is it?"

For some reason, I felt a bit uneasy.

"I told Father about us dating, on Saturday."
"I see.... Wait, what?"
"Was that too hasty?"
"No, it's fine. He would have found out eventually anyway."

Just the two of us sitting here talking like this would already cause rumors to spread quickly.

That's how the world works when internet and smartphones exist.

The emperor hearing those rumors was just a matter of time... or rather, it would happen in an instant.

Perhaps it was better that she had already told him, as she did.

"How did His Imperial Majesty react when he heard?"

How the emperor felt about it was a hundred times more important than the fact that he knew.

"Whether it's because I explained it well or because Mother has been viewing Albert favorably, I'm not sure, but he seems to be thinking about it rather positively. At least that's how it appears to me."
"That's a relief..."

I knew from the title conferment ceremony that Her Imperial Majesty the Empress viewed me favorably, but I didn't know that had changed His Imperial Majesty's view of me, which was fortunate.

If the emperor's view had been unfavorable, things similar to my past life could have happened.

But perhaps because I saved the empress, the situation was turning out quite well.

"It's all thanks to Albert."
"I didn't do anything special though?"
"You risked your life and almost died saving Mother, and you say you didn't do anything?"
"It's just a figure of speech."

As we discussed these somewhat heavy topics lightly, time passed quickly, and before we knew it, I had finished all the sushi we had ordered initially.

"Let's go now."

We got up and headed to the counter to pay.

I blankly watched her naturally take out her wallet.

"I ate, but you're... paying?"
"It doesn't matter, it's just pocket change."
"That's true..."

She took out her card and paid with it.

It was a scene that made me feel quite guilty, but what could I do...

Having finished my—not our—meal, we left the restaurant.

"Now let's go buy that."

And finally, we headed toward the Clock Tower to get the couple rings, which was the reason for our date.

'The Clock Tower... it's been a while since I've been there...'

The Clock Tower was like a paradise for mages where research on items and skills, especially magic-related skills, was actively conducted.

Most of the items they dealt with there were mages' staffs or archers' bows.

So I, who only used swords, had no particular need to visit the Clock Tower.

At most, I had only gone there occasionally to request something from Dren's shop.

"You haven't been to the Clock Tower much, right?"
"No, I can count the times on one hand."
"Actually, I don't go there often either."
"You usually stay in the palace, dormitory, or places like the library, and don't go outside much."
"You really do know me well."

She was quite the homebody, more than I expected. Apart from training, she hardly ever left the palace, and when she did, it was only to go to the library or to check on how the citizens were living while disguised as Diana.

Of course, I wasn't much different.

Even this date was probably one of our rare outings, happening maybe once a month if that.

"We're here, this is it."

The appearance of that huge Clock Tower had something about it that overwhelmed people.

'Did they cast some kind of spell on it...'

It felt that way.

We entered that majestic and solemn-feeling Clock Tower.

Inside, people presumed to be mages wearing various types of robes were entering different shops to purchase items.

And there were quite a few people glancing at us from the corner of their eyes.

'This feels unpleasant...'

The stares were so obvious and blatant that it made it even worse.

Nevertheless, we ignored those stares and took the elevator to the 12th floor where Dren's shop was located.

-Ding!-

When we arrived at the 12th floor, it wasn't as crowded as the first floor.

There were barely 20 people including us.

'It's definitely an expensive place, so there aren't many people...'

In the Clock Tower, shops that deal with more expensive weapons are located on higher floors.

The Clock Tower has shops from the 1st to the 12th floor.

From the 13th floor up are important places like research labs and power distribution centers.

"This is Dren's shop."

Dren's shop, which dealt with the most expensive items even on the 12th floor where the most expensive items were sold, caught my eye immediately.

'It's still the same...'

Somehow, this shop always maintained this same appearance.

Even as times changed, this shop remained consistent.

We entered the shop with its nostalgic appearance.

We were greeted by a dwarf with a very small stature, not even reaching my knees, who appeared to be middle-aged, and who welcomed us—or more precisely, her.

"What brings the precious princess to a place like this? And who's this boy beside you?"
"I'm just here to buy an item, and this is my boyfriend."
"Oh... you're quite bold. Usually, royalty is quick to hide such relationships..."

It's rare for royalty to publicly acknowledge their lovers like she did. There have been cases of assassination, and the fame can make things difficult.

"He's actually really strong."
"I know that. He's probably as strong as you or stronger."

Dren's eye for warriors, having seen countless of them, was indeed remarkable.

Dren looked me straight in the eyes and asked.

"You're a warrior, yet you have a high amount of magical power?"
"That's turned out to be quite an advantage."
"So what kind of item do you need?"
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When Dren asked what items we needed, she answered on my behalf.

"We're looking to buy two identical accessory-type items."

The middle-aged dwarf frowned and glared at both of us alternately.

"What's wrong? Are there no items available?"
"That's not it... Are you here to get matching couple accessories?"
"Yes, that's right."

For some reason, Dren sighed deeply and spoke in a tone of disbelief.

"You want to make couple accessories with weapons I crafted?..."
"Yes, is there a problem with that?"
"A problem... I wouldn't go that far..."

Clearly due to her overwhelming status, Dren seemed to have something to say but held back.

"First of all, accessory-type items are very expensive, you know that, right?"
"How expensive could they be?"
"Still, I'd rather not get something too expensive..."

No matter how much she simply wanted an item, something too expensive would be a burden.

"Then would 500 million be acceptable?"
"500 million... is that considered cheap...?"
"That's cheap, isn't it?"

I couldn't help but give a hollow laugh as I agreed with her.

"It's cheap... yes..."
"Then let's go with 500 million. Mister, could you show us some accessories around that price range from your current inventory?"

Hearing this, Dren grumbled a bit but showed us artifacts he had personally made.

Those artifacts, being made by Dren himself, all looked exceptionally high-quality.

"I like all the designs."
"We need to look at performance too, not just design."

For a 500 million item, if it were just pretty, it would be better to buy an ordinary accessory instead.

As she examined the items just like I was doing, she asked me.

"Should we go with rings?"
"I don't particularly mind, but rings would be good."

Accessories might be a bit inconvenient to carry around all the time, but once acquired, they become items with deep symbolic meaning.

"What would be good... Something that helps me and Albert... Should we go with agility?"

Agility-related items would be good, but my agility was already high enough.

In fact, it was overflowing.

'Rather, something that helps with growth...'

With that thought, I remembered one item.

"Excuse me, Mr. Dren."
"What?"
"Do you have any rings that help with growth? For example, something that gives more experience points when killing monsters or helps level up skills faster."
"There's no way something like that exists..."

She seemed to remember that I came from the future in the middle of saying that, and with a flustered expression, she whispered to me.

"Does something like that exist...?"
"I've only heard rumors."

I had never seen one myself, but I had heard the rumors quite often. Rumors that Dren could create items that directly affected leveling up.

I had also heard rumors that this overpowered item could be made with Dren's unique skill.

Of course, I didn't know if those rumors were true or false. I was just asking.

"How could something like that exist?"
"No, of course not..."

As expected... rumors are just rumors.

As I resigned myself and looked at the displayed items, Dren unexpectedly spoke up.

"But what would you do if something like that really existed?"
"What...? I'd buy it immediately, of course."
"Then if such a thing existed, how much do you think it should be sold for?"
"500 million..."

Of course, for such an item, the price could be whatever the seller wanted, but currently, I was practically penniless.

If it were before my reincarnation, I could have paid tens of billions, but not now.

"You have no conscience."
"It's not about conscience, it's about not having money."
"You don't look like someone who has no money."
"I don't have enough to buy that. But does something like that really exist?"

I had made some money from selling magic stones obtained from clearing dungeons, but it was woefully inadequate compared to her or my past life self.

"Didn't you ask because you already knew?"
"No? I just asked because I heard such rumors."

Dren sighed and said.

"Yes, something like that does exist. An item that increases experience gained by 1%."

1% might seem small, but as that 1% accumulates, it will create a significant difference.

"It really... exists."
"But I can only make exactly two of them."
"Wow, an ultra-rare item with only two in the world."
"Do you want it?"
"Yes."

I desperately wanted it, even if I had to spend all my money.

"How much did you say it should be sold for earlier?"
"F-five hundred million..."

While I was stammering, she spoke with a confident voice.

"How much do you want for it?"
"Honestly, I don't really need money..."
"Then what?"
"Hmm... let me think."

After pondering for a while, Dren finally spoke.

"Do you happen to have something like a dragon's horn in that palace storehouse?"
"We do."

The palace storehouse.

A massive warehouse located in the Mikae Palace, rumored to contain all sorts of treasures.

'So they have something like a dragon's horn...'

As expected of the imperial storehouse, it was in a different class altogether.

"But do you know how much that's worth?"

Dragon horns command an enormous price befitting their extreme difficulty to obtain.

The price varies depending on size, but even the smallest one would be worth at least 30 billion.

"How big is it?"
"I can give you up to 3 meters."
"Then let's trade for that!"

A 3-meter horn would easily be worth over 50 billion.

And while processing a dragon's horn to create items would be difficult, Dren would certainly be capable of it.

"I'll give you both of them, how about that!?"

Dren was excited at the opportunity to obtain a dragon's horn.

"Sounds good. Can we see those items now?"
"Of course! Just wait here a moment!"

The excited Dren left the shop and ran at full speed toward the elevator to go to his laboratory.

-THUD!!-

He fell down but pretended nothing happened and carefully walked to where the elevator was.

"That was... dangerous.."
"But is it okay to just take things like that?"
"Yes, I asked His Majesty before. He said I could take whatever I needed whenever I wanted."

The emperor, being the doting father he is, must have permitted it.

"I don't know when, but I'll pay you back someday."
"You really don't have to... I lost the bet in the first place..."
"No, I definitely will."

It didn't feel right to receive this for free.

I had no idea how to repay it yet, but it was clearly a debt that needed to be repaid someday.

-Ding!-

The shop door opened, and Dren returned.

He had gone to his laboratory and back in an instant, and in his hands was the debt I would someday have to repay.

"This is the artifact."
"We're lucky, they're rings with identical designs."

Dren handed each of us a ring with a gem that had a subtle red glow embedded in the center.

I received the ring and immediately put it on the ring finger of my left hand.

The ring, which was slightly large for my finger, adjusted to fit my finger size, and simultaneously, a status window appeared before my eyes.

[Ring of Growth: SSS+]

[Increases experience points gained by the wearer by 1%.]

It was a very simple description, but that was enough.

"I can't believe this really exists..."
"Of course it does! Do you know who I am!"

She spoke to Dren, who was boasting with a confident expression.

"I'll bring it to you next Sunday."
"Understood."
"Why the sudden formality? It feels a bit strange."
"Complaining even when I'm being polite... Is she always like this?"

Dren asked me that question, and she was also waiting for my answer.

"She's never been like that with me, so I wouldn't know."
"I guess so... Of course she wouldn't be like that with her boyfriend..."
"Well, we'll be going now."
"Come back again, you too."

Having finished our business, we said our goodbyes and left Dren's shop.

Dren, who had been grumbling at first, warmly saw us off.

We took the elevator back down to the first floor.

"That old man was really nice to you, Albert."
"Was he?"
"Yes, definitely."

Since Dren is known to be an extremely prickly person, even this normal treatment seems kind to her.

And to some extent, she was right that he was being kind to me.

"That's good..."
"By the way, do you know where we're going next?"
"Next?"

With her sudden question, my mind went blank, and I hurriedly tried to recall my memories.

'After getting couple rings, then...?'

Ironically, I couldn't remember anything.

I racked my brain trying to recall, but nothing came to mind.

We had discussed this date extensively, and yet...

"You don't remember, do you?"
"No..."
"Of course you don't, because I told you."
"What? Oh..."

When she said that, I finally remembered what she had told me.

-After getting couple rings, we'll have some time before dinner, but I haven't decided what to do in between yet. I'll let you know when I decide.-

But she never brought up what we would do afterward.

Until now, when she finally mentioned it.

"Do you like aquariums?"
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"The aquarium?"
"Yes, the aquarium."

Aquarium.

It was a place I hadn't really visited since I was very young.

I never had the time, and I didn't particularly like marine creatures either.

Though I do quite enjoy the uniquely romantic atmosphere of aquariums.

"I don't dislike them, but I've never made time to visit one."
"I thought as much."
"Do you go often, noona?"

When she heard my question, she looked surprised for a moment before asking me another question.

"There are things even Albert doesn't know?"
"I told you earlier, there's quite a lot I don't know."

Hearing that, she smiled and answered my earlier question.

"I go quite often. It's a place that calms my mind, I suppose? I like that about it."
"Let's go then."

We headed straight for the aquarium, and following her guidance, we arrived at a rather large building.

"Here we are."

It was the same building I had visited when I was young.

I felt a nostalgic emotion from the familiar scenery as I entered the building.

Once inside, she showed her mobile reservation confirmation to the staff members standing near the entrance.

We were able to enter right away.

"Let's go in."

I followed her into the aquarium, and we walked around following the visitor path.

In the first area, we could see various species of native fish that inhabit our country.

"Wow..."

I exclaimed in admiration as I touched the cold glass that contained the fish.

The fish visible through that glass gifted me with an inexplicable aesthetic pleasure.

As I was admiring that beautiful sight, I heard her delighted voice from behind me.

"You seem to like it, contrary to what you said earlier."
"There's definitely something here that stirs something inside me."

That mysterious feeling made it impossible to take my eyes off the large tank.

As I was appreciating the scene as if entranced, she suddenly spoke to me.

"Albert, look over here."

I unconsciously turned around at her words.

And then...

-Click! Click!-

I saw her pointing her phone at me with a blinding flash.

"Ah..."
"By the way, I also captured you staring blankly at the fish. About 20 photos."
"Let me see..."

It was obvious that asking her to delete them would be futile.

She opened her gallery and showed me the photos she had just taken.

"Here, aren't they good?"
"I look like I have such a foolish expression..."

I couldn't help but laugh seeing myself watching the fish with a blank, foolish expression.

There were also photos that clearly showed my surprised face.

"Looking at these, you have more varied expressions than I thought. Even though I only took photos for about two seconds, there's quite a change in your expressions."
"They turned out quite funny."
"Take some of me too. This is fun."

After saying that, she ran to where I had been standing earlier.

She was doing the same thing I had been doing.

So, just like she had done earlier, I took out my phone and captured her in photos.

-Click! Click!-

There was one thing I noticed while taking multiple photos of her.

'It's like a photoshoot...'

The surrounding scenery combined with her surreal visuals created photos that looked like they belonged in a magazine spread.

I was unconsciously admiring those magazine-worthy images.

I didn't even realize that she had approached and was now standing next to me.

"Did they turn out well?"
"Huh?.. Oh.. Yes, they turned out well."

She spoke to me as I couldn't take my eyes off the photos.

"You're staring quite intensely?"
"Because you're so beautiful."
"Isn't that... a bit too formal?"

Even as she asked that, she was clearly pleased by the compliment.

"I'm really just looking because you're beautiful."

At my utterly sincere words, she blushed and waved her hands dismissively.

"Oh come on.. It's not that much..."
"You say that, but you're clearly happy about it."
"M-me?"
"Yes, but I'm not being insincere. You're truly beautiful today. So much that I can't take my eyes off you."

When I said that while looking directly into her eyes, she hid her reddened face and avoided my gaze.

"I-it's a bit hot today... Let's go to the next area..."
"Sure."

We moved to the next location following the map we had picked up at the entrance.

After walking about 2 minutes from our current location, the next viewing area appeared.

It was an impressive place with a design reminiscent of a tropical rainforest.

It seemed to be modeled after a large river near the Persian Kingdom, and the flora and fauna living there were quite noticeable.

"I've been thinking since earlier, if we caught all of these, how much would our levels increase?"
"I want to say that's really mood-breaking, but I think the same thing every time I come here."

The fact that status windows were reacting here meant there were even monsters among them.

'If just animals can increase my level, then if I caught those monsters too...'

It was exciting just to imagine.

"This is an occupational disease."
"It looks quite dangerous..."

There were quite a few monsters with appearances that seemed like they could break the tank and threaten people at any moment, but contrary to expectations, they were remarkably docile.

"They've cast unrecognizable magic on them, so it's fine. And even if they break out of the tank, they'd immediately die from powerful [Electric Magic]."
"You know quite a lot about this."
"I was curious and asked about it before."

She knew the aquarium's safety system in considerable detail.

She must have initially judged this situation as dangerous too, and it certainly looked that way.

"Children probably can't come here."
"They actually like it quite a bit. Look over there."

Where she was looking, there were children watching those monsters with fascinated eyes, and parents who seemed troubled by their children's interest.

Seeing that scene, a question suddenly circled in my mind.

'Was I like that when I was young?'

While I was thinking about that, looking at those children, she looked at me and said:

"I think Albert would have been just like that child, watching so intently."
"Did you use mind reading or something?"
"What? What do you mean?"
"Never mind..."

I left her tilting her head in confusion and looked around at the people nearby.

The people at the aquarium were divided into just two groups.

Families, or couples.

"There are a lot of couples here."
"It's that kind of place. And we're the same, aren't we?"
"That's true."

Looking at those couples, I had a thought, and I deliberately voiced it.

"You must have been quite lonely."
"What? What do you mean..."
"Did you usually come here alone?"
"Um... yes, I did."

I spoke to her as she waited for my words with an expression that seemed to say "surely not."

"Let's come together next time. Call me when you want to go."
"That's a bit touching. Alright. Let's go together next time!"

Her positive response automatically made me feel good.

There was definitely something in her smile that put people at ease.

"But... please don't speak so loudly..."
"Ah, I'm sorry. I got a bit excited..."

Still, there weren't the same blatant stares here as there were at the clock tower earlier.

At most, people recognized her and reacted with "Wow... it's the princess... she's really beautiful."

"It's okay. Everyone seems busy here."

Fortunately, everyone seemed busy focusing on their own partners.

And the same was true for us.

I spoke to her as she was busy admiring the aquarium, just as I had been at first.

"This is definitely a nice place. Very romantic too."
"Right? That's why I like it. And strangely, when I come here, my usual worries and distracting thoughts disappear, and I can clear my mind for a while."

She continued speaking while looking at the fish confined in the tank.

"After that, I can think more rationally and act more calmly. It's like a resting place for my mind. Just like Albert."
"That's quite touching."

I felt like I could really cry when she, my mental pillar, said such things to me, and seeing my reaction, she spoke in a playful tone.

"You can cry like that time if you want."
"It's okay, I can handle this much."
"That's a shame."

Her genuinely disappointed expression made me feel a bit strange.

"I'm joking."
"For a joke, you seemed quite serious?"

She burst into laughter at my words.

But that laughter didn't last long.

She looked at the still ordinary and peaceful aquarium scenery with a distant expression and said:

"It's still... peaceful."

As she said, even though assassins had entered the palace and demons had been discovered, it was still peaceful.

Of course, that was only for now.

"It really doesn't seem like we have much time left..."
"But we still have some time, right?"
"You seem very relaxed? Even though you've experienced the horrors of war several times..."
"I've always been confident, as long as I'm with my reliable lord."

With her by my side, I feared no enemy, and in fact, every battle she participated in ended in victory.

Even the battle where she lost her life.

"Defeat was not in my lord's dictionary. There was only victory, and it will continue to be so."
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In my lord's dictionary, there was no such word as defeat.

She knew only victory, and because of that, even when we fell in those difficult situations, we could always get back up.

In the midst of that war, even when wounded, I comforted myself by repeating in my heart that with her, victory was certain.

'We can win this time too... We have the Empress with us.'

That's how we endured that grueling war, whispering those words to ourselves.

But even those self-assurances couldn't always protect us, and at some point, they disappeared, only to reappear in a slightly different form.

'Did we win this time...?'

That moment came when the strongest and most terrible Demon King, who had always been hidden behind a veil—Bael—revealed himself before us.

After winning dozens of battles and finally setting foot on Babylon Kingdom's territory.

That's when we first saw him.

Him, who glared at us with eyes full of resentment, as if he wanted to kill us right then and there.

***

After yet another battle ended, a soldier intoxicated with the thrill of victory spoke to our lord, who still maintained her composure.

"Your Majesty! We've won this battle too!"

Unlike them, not drunk on victory and still calmly assessing the situation, she replied.

"The detachment did well this time. I should reward them when we return."

In this battle, the detachment had cleared the enemy's rear lines before our main force even clashed with the enemy's main force.

More precisely, the detachment commander had done it alone.

And now, wiping the blood from his sword after slaughtering the enemies, he stood before her.

"We were just lucky this time."
"Luck is also a skill."
"If Your Majesty says so, then it must be. But what now? Are we going back?"

She shook her head and said.

"We can't turn back after coming this far. Now it's our turn to advance forward."

The Empress's spirited words spread instantly among the soldiers, and those who heard that they would finally invade the Babylon Kingdom let out cries of joy.

-Woah!!!!-
-Finally, we too!!!-

Those who had always been on the receiving end rejoiced at the opportunity for revenge.

However, there was one person who couldn't smile at the scene.

Seeing Albert with a sullen expression, Chris asked.

"Why the long face? We can finally teach those damn demon bastards a lesson."
"Well... I don't know why, but I feel uneasy."
"Have you been reading too many comics lately? Just because you say something like that doesn't mean something bad will actually happen."

Chris's words only made Albert more anxious.

Still, thinking it would be fine since she was also there, Albert advanced toward the Babylon Kingdom with her.

Not long after, they arrived at the border of the Babylon Kingdom, and just before the soldier at the front could step onto the kingdom's territory, she said.

"Everyone, be careful."

As soon as she finished speaking and the soldier stepped onto Babylon's territory, a mysterious spell flew toward them with a chilling sensation that could be felt throughout their bodies.

-Boom! Crash!-

A spell of tremendous power flew toward the soldiers at the front, but fortunately, she blocked it.

Albert, who had been behind her, somehow approached the caster of the spell.

The man standing before Albert looked back and forth between him and her, then said.

"Indeed, there are quite useful ones among humans."

Though he said this, his eyes were incredibly fierce.

Eyes that looked as if he might cast a spell on the human before him at any moment.

"For someone saying that, you're looking at me too murderously, aren't you?"

He cursed at Albert with a voice that seemed to burst with long-suppressed resentment.

"Shut up, you inferior human."

Then he struck Albert with his heavy fist, enhanced by his magical power.

-Thud!!!-

Albert barely blocked that ridiculously fast and powerful fist with his sword.

However, the sword that directly received his punch was cracked as if it might shatter at any moment.

"Ugh!..."

Having directly experienced his overwhelming power, Albert maintained his distance warily, and the man looked at Albert's appearance with an arrogant expression.

"Are you scared of my fist? You look quite tense."
"My...? Are you perhaps..."
"Addressing me as 'you'? You've got some nerve."

He referred to himself as "my."

She, who had somehow approached Albert's side, said to him.

"Are you perhaps the king of the Babylon Kingdom?"
"What if I am?"
"Is there a reason you keep invading our country?"
"Because inferior humans like you should disappear from this world."

He said something incomprehensible and pointed his hand toward the soldiers of the Kainis Empire. In an instant, a massive magical power that surpassed her [Absolute Zero] gathered in his hand.

"I shall specially show you what true magic is."

With those words, a beam with enough power to easily wipe out an entire village struck the imperial soldiers.

-Boom boom boom boom!!!!-

***

'It was horrific..'

Where the beam had passed, not even a single living creature could be seen, and it was so destroyed that one couldn't even tell what had been there originally.

She too sensed the enormous magical power gathering in Bael's hand and tried to stop him, but it was futile.

The beam massacred most of the imperial army, and we had no choice but to retreat with the remaining soldiers.

'Should we consider that a victory...'

Although a catastrophe occurred due to Bael's unexpected appearance, since we had won the previous battles, later generations would record and learn about that battle as a victory.

But in reality, that battle was our defeat.

We had lost most of our forces, and the morale of the soldiers was broken.

When I first saw Bael's power, I momentarily lost hope too.

'Can we kill such a monster... What if he appears in the next battle too?..'

And indeed, Bael appeared before us in the next battle as well.

However, in that battle, thanks to the participation of all the empire's skilled fighters, we managed to wound him and win the battle itself.

Of course, her performance stood out in that battle too.

She was the only one who could somewhat block Bael's overwhelming power, and thanks to her, many lives were saved.

Despite being in the position of an empress, she always went to the battlefield for her people.

'She was so cool then too...'

I looked at the current her while recalling her from my past life.

Her, lost in thought.

"I must have been quite remarkable in my past life..."
"You're remarkable enough now."
"Never having been defeated... It's a bit admirable."

As she spoke, she looked at her reflection in my eyes.

"I can't say I 'always won,' but I never lost."
"That sounds quite ambiguous..."
"There are still too many things left, especially related to war. It will be tough, but we need to endure and never lose."

Hearing this, she tilted her head and asked me.

"Not always winning?"
"We can't always win, but isn't it possible to at least not lose?"
"Then I'll need to work hard."
"Of course. Right now, both you and I are too weak."

Though we might be elites ranking first and second in the academy, we were definitely not skilled enough for the battlefield yet.

"Hearing that directly makes everything seem so bleak..."
"The future is always dark. We can never see what's ahead or know what to do, but we must move forward anyway."

Hearing this, her eyes sparkled as if she had made some resolution, and she looked straight at me.

"I need to work hard, so I won't fall behind the me that Albert remembers."
"That... might be quite difficult."
"Nothing's impossible if Albert helps me."

Indeed, she and she were the same person, and the only difference was me.

"That's right, ultimately I need to do well."
"If I were in your position, I don't think I could handle that pressure... Albert, you seem confident."

Though she says this now, if she were in my situation, she would do much better than me.

From the beginning, the person who felt the most pressure and had to endure it was her.

I am just a soldier, but she is the empress of this country.

"The pressure is something for our princess to bear, not me. I'm just here to lighten that burden."
"It really is a burdensome position..."
"You can have a bit more confidence. You will definitely do well."

She did well even when I couldn't help her, so this time she will do even better.

"Indeed... Albert gives me strength... Thank you. I've been worrying a lot lately, but being beside Albert makes me feel better..."
"I'm just doing what I should. But we should go now. It's getting late."

As we talked about various things, evening had already passed.

"What about dinner? Isn't it too late?"
"Oh... you're right..."

As we were leaving the aquarium in confusion.

-Ding!!-

Both our phones rang simultaneously.

'Who could it be...'

We glanced at each other for a moment before checking the messages.
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"When are you coming out already?"

The sender of that text was Aelin.

And just as I checked that message, another one arrived.

"Oh, he's out now."

I let out a dry laugh and asked her, who, like me, was chatting with someone on her phone.

"Don't tell me it's Riel?"
"Yes, it is..."

These people apparently hadn't gotten tired of following us around like last time.

I looked around, trying to spot them watching us from somewhere.

Then another text arrived on my phone.

"Are you looking for us? You probably won't find us."

Irritated by this message, I impulsively activated [Mortal's End].

"Woong!"

As I activated [Mortal's End], a formidable pressure filled the space, and I intensified the intimidating aura even more.

Then...

"Thud!"

With the sound of someone falling, a blonde girl revealed herself about 5 meters away.

The girl approached me, fuming with anger.

"Hey, you crazy bastard!! You scared me!!!"
"You're really shameless..."

I confirmed the presence of the shameless-looking Aelin and Riel, who was approaching us with a resigned expression, and deactivated [Mortal's End].

"What if someone else had been around?!"
"I did it because no one was around. Besides, that thing... you're using it quite effectively, huh?"

It seemed Riel and Aelin had been using the 'Trickster's Cloak' to hide themselves while watching our date.

"That's a crime, you know."
"Anyway, what were you doing in there that took so long?"
"I guess you didn't follow us inside?"
"We've just been watching from a distance the whole time, so I don't know."

That was somewhat fortunate.

It would have been quite embarrassing if they had heard our conversation, but thankfully they hadn't.

As I was sighing with relief, Aelin asked me:

"Were you planning to stay that long? It's past dinner time already."

She answered that question for me.

"That wasn't the plan, but we ended up running late."
"What exactly were you doing to be so late, Your Highness? Don't tell me you've already progressed that far..."
"It's not like that!"
"Your denial makes it even more suspicious."

I couldn't help but laugh seeing Riel seriously interrogating her.

Flustered by Riel's continued questioning, she turned to me for help.

"Albert, say something... she's not listening to me at all..."
"Well... I don't really mind?"
"What?? What do you mean..."
"Even your boyfriend acknowledges it! I think there's no room for excuses, Your Highness. What do you think?"

She was giving me a resentful look, which I deliberately avoided as I addressed the girls who were chatting amicably.

"It's getting late, so shall we head back to the dormitory?"

Hearing that, an excited Aelin asked me:

"So we're having dinner together at the dorm tonight?"
"I guess we should..."
"Then I'll cook..."

I detected those words that should never be spoken and preemptively blocked them.

"Riel is good at cooking, right? Wouldn't it be better to leave it to her?"
"I'm... good at cooking too..."

When I glared at her fiercely, Aelin became dejected and muttered quietly.

"I'm good at cooking too."

I deliberately ignored her words and followed the girls who were heading to the dormitory.

'Her cooking...'

In my previous life, around this time, Aelin had cooked for me once.

And the moment I tasted that food, I developed an unforgettable trauma.

From then on, I unconsciously started avoiding Aelin's cooking.

'I heard she got better after getting married...'

But because of the trauma from that memory, I couldn't easily trust Aelin's cooking despite hearing such things.

Still, seeing her like this made me feel like I'd been too harsh.

I said to Aelin, who was looking at me dejectedly:

"You can cook for me... later."
"R-really...?"
"But it has to be really delicious, okay?"
"Of course! Who do you think I am!"

She seemed to have recovered a bit after hearing that.

But I had an uneasy feeling that she would actually make food for me someday.

'Well... I probably won't die from it...'

I was a bit dissatisfied with the current situation where I had to debate life and death because of food, but I couldn't take away hope from someone who was so happy about it.

"Why do you look like that?"
"Ah... I'm just so happy..."
"No, really, I'm good at cooking!"
"Yes... I'm sure you are."

Albert and Aelin continued their somewhat friendly conversation as they walked together toward their academy.

The scene looked incredibly peaceful.

However, those watching this scene from afar did not view it favorably.

***

Two women in black robes were spying on them from the very top of the clock tower.

"I really... don't like this."

Lilith had originally thought about siding with humans, impressed by the boy's spirit, but seeing this scene made her think differently.

To Lilith's eyes, Albert seemed unaware of the precarious situation they were in.

"How can he..."
"Sister, are we sure we can trust him?"
"I wonder... he seemed so reliable last time..."

His demeanor had been impressive—continuing to speak without fear despite the overwhelming difference in power.

But his current appearance looked like someone who had grown complacent in peace and neglected training.

Originally, they had planned to inform him that the kingdom's army would invade the Imperial Academy using teleportation portals two months later, and help him prepare accordingly, but...

"Let's change the plan a bit."

Lilith was quite suspicious by nature and not someone who easily trusted others.

"How?"
"We'll give him a little test."
"You mean... just leave him be?"

Hearing those words, Lilith nodded and explained her slightly modified plan.

"It's a good opportunity to test whether that kid is truly trustworthy, isn't it?"
"That seems a bit harsh for a 17-year-old..."
"If he can't overcome even this small trial, killing Bael would be impossible from the start."

Lilith's words made perfect sense.

Bael was that high of an existence.

"But this time, even without you, three Executioners are participating... isn't that too cruel a trial?"
"If he has what it takes to kill Bael, he should be able to handle it well enough."
"That's true."

Lilith looked at Albert with a mysterious smile, her eyes like those of a scientist observing a lab rat.

She watched him enter the dormitory building, oblivious to everything.

"But he doesn't look that impressive. I was expecting someone extraordinary from the way you talked about him..."
"I thought the same at first. His level isn't that high, and while his magical power is high for a human, it's just that... but there was something inexplicable about him."

For some reason, he gave off the impression of a veteran who had been through everything.

That composure and confidence made it impossible to dismiss him.

"You'll understand when you see him yourself. Oh, and this surprised me—he wasn't affected by my [Charm]."
"What? You're joking, right? What 17-year-old in this world could resist a succubus of your caliber's [Charm]? That's quite an exaggeration..."

However, Lilith's words were the pure truth without a hint of exaggeration.

"It's true, I'm not lying."
"...Is that even possible?"
"I was surprised too..."
"Maybe he's not actually a man?"
"I seriously wondered about that..."

As ridiculous as it sounded, the fact that Albert had resisted Lilith's [Charm] made this possibility worth serious consideration.

"Anyway! He's an extraordinary human for a 17-year-old."
"You seem to trust him a lot?"
"It's not like that..."

Hearing her subordinate's words, she recalled what he had said that day.

"I, like you, want to live in and create a world where demons and humans coexist."

It was particularly memorable because such words couldn't come from just anyone, and it was the first time she'd heard them from a human.

And the phrase "like you" also stuck with her.

'How does he know such information...?'

While he might know that the mask was a symbol of the Executioners, the fact that Lilith wanted a world of coexistence with humans was something no one could know without hearing it directly from her.

'Can he see the future? Read minds? Or time travel?'

He made her think about many possibilities.

While Lilith was suspicious of him, she also looked forward to seeing how he would perform in the upcoming operation.

She was curious about what significant things he could accomplish even in his current young and weak state.

"This should be interesting."

With those words, Lilith carefully installed the teleportation portal needed for the operation at their current location.

Then she ordered her subordinate:

"Cast [Invisibility] here."
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"Yes, understood, Executor."

Lilith's subordinate cast [Invisibility Magic] and [Undetectable Magic] on the teleportation portal, ensuring humans wouldn't notice it.

Even after demons raid the city through that portal, humans will have no idea where the portal was located.

That's how significant the gap in magical knowledge is between humans and demons.

"Now, let's go."

Having completed their task, they prepared to return to their hideout.

"Sister, can I have a meal before we go?"
"Do as you please."

Hearing this, the succubus licked her lips as she searched for prey from their high vantage point.

"Are you sure you don't want any, sister?"
"Don't worry about me."
"It would taste good if you tried it, you know?"

Lilith wasn't completely disinterested in the act.

Sexual intercourse—the symbol of succubi. Succubi are beings who naturally live by engaging in such acts.

But Lilith was denying this fact.

And she managed to live reasonably well without ever trying it.

"I'm fine."
"Someday, someone will come along to show you how good it feels."
"I don't need that."

Even as Lilith said this, she watched her subordinate heading out to find prey with curious eyes, as if to prove what kind of being she truly was.

Then, while caressing her tiny horns, she thought to herself:

'What kind of feeling makes them act like that?...'

***

That incident.

About a month and fifteen days had passed since our first date after becoming a couple.

During that time, we conducted rigorous training without missing a single day.

Everyone found it quite difficult, but they kept up well.

"Let's stop here for today."

As usual, we were testing our skills against each other in the dueling arena.

Originally, I could easily win even in a 3-versus-1 fight, but now that everyone had leveled up, experienced their second awakening, and gained experience, that was no longer the case.

And thanks to the confidence their growth had given them, they had all become quite positive and passionate.

"We can still keep going! Are you getting tired?"

Of course, they had also become somewhat arrogant because of it...

'Well... can't be helped.'

They say rice plants bow their heads as they ripen, but we weren't rice plants, and especially at their age, they loved showing off.

I wished they would humble themselves a bit, but it couldn't be helped.

"I was being considerate in case you were tired, but I guess that's unnecessary?"

To make those upright rice plants bow their heads, I activated both of my unique skills.

It was true they had become stronger, but they were still no match for me, and I was continuously growing as well.

"Let's make this a bit more intense today. You'd better be careful."

For the first time in a long while, I activated [Mortal's End] during our sparring match.

Usually, I would fight with just my sword to maintain balance, but I wasn't the type to let such attitudes slide.

"Wait... that's a bit..."
"Could you at least deactivate that one?"
"..."

I spoke to the three who were trembling from the pressure they hadn't felt in a long time.

"You need to learn to overcome this kind of pressure too. Here I come."

Then I used [Swift] to approach them instantly.

They couldn't adapt to my already fast speed becoming even faster.

'They're still quite lacking.'

However, as the fight dragged on, they showed some adaptation and threatened me with their unique skills.

Reina's skill utilization was particularly impressive.

Using [Stealth], which she gained from her second awakening, to conceal herself, then attacking with [Swift], [Reinforcement], and [Lightning Strike]—this method would catch most skilled fighters off guard.

"Reina, that was well done."

After saying that, I delivered a powerful kick to Reina, who looked bewildered that her finishing move had been blocked so easily.

-Thud!!-

With my strength insanely high from wielding [Sword of the Abyssal Depths] in greatsword form, Reina couldn't regain her senses after taking my kick directly. Meanwhile, I turned to face the remaining two.

I spoke to Briton, who was holding his shield with a tense expression.

"Briton, block properly. Unless you want a repeat of last time."

I raised the greatsword high and poured mana into it, stacking [Reinforcement] to increase its destructive power.

It was enough to pierce through [Invincible Rampart] and shatter his shield, but it was fine.

I trusted Briton and brought my sword down hard on his shield.

-Crash!!!-

An enormous sound erupted as sword and shield collided.

Yet remarkably, not even a small scratch appeared on Briton's shield.

The mysterious shield created by [Invincible Rampart] only crumbled slightly, and Chris, who had helped create this miraculous scene, said:

"Even with [Angel's Blessing] boosting defense... [Absolute Defense] really is a cheat skill."

Chris's first unique buff skill [Angel's Blessing] and Briton's second unique skill [Absolute Defense].

[Angel's Blessing], which increases the highest stat of a designated living being by a certain percentage for a limited time, and [Absolute Defense], which reduces damage taken by 70% for a limited time.

With these two skills applied to Briton, who already had high defense, even my best attack was easily blocked.

"But it's not over yet."

Both skills were still low rank, so their duration wouldn't be long.

They might have already ended.

However, that one attack wasn't all I had—in fact, this was just the beginning.

As I raised my greatsword again, Chris exclaimed in panic:

"Wait! I surrender! Surrender!"
"Surrender?"
"Are you trying to kill us? Put that down! We'll really die this time!"
"You never know."

I ignored Chris's desperate plea and raised my sword.

Then I swung it toward the two who were dripping with cold sweat.

Even in that worst-case scenario, they didn't give up and tried to block my rapidly approaching sword.

'Not that they can block it...'

Chris cast [Angel's Blessing] on Briton again, and they both held the shield together to reduce the impact as much as possible.

When two people hold a weapon together, their combined stats are reflected in the weapon, so it was a fairly wise decision.

Of course, it was still insufficient, and blocking my sword head-on in that state was impossible.

'I have no choice...'

-Swoosh!-

I reluctantly withdrew my sword just before it collided with their shield.

The two stared at me blankly, surprised by my sudden withdrawal.

"What? Want me to continue?"
"N-no! Thank you, really."
"Phew... that was close."
"Let's end here for today."

Hearing the news of the duel's end—like an oasis in the desert—the two finally relaxed and collapsed on the ground.

Leaving those two alone, I brought a potion to Reina, who was still struggling.

Reina, who had been lying on the ground, immediately got up, drank the potion, and thanked me as soon as she finished.

"Thanks..."
"That move earlier was really good. If you use it like that in real combat, it'll work on most opponents. Now you just need to raise your basic stats and skill ranks."

While they still lacked experience, there was definitely a limit to what could be achieved through sparring alone, and they had reached the level where they needed to gain experience in real combat.

From now on, focusing on dungeon conquests would be wise.

Reina, whose condition had improved thanks to the potion, asked me:

"But how did you know? You shouldn't have been able to see me..."
"Intuition."

Reina was skeptical of my answer, but it really was just intuition.

"It's true. I don't know if it's just my imagination, but my senses become more acute when I activate [Mortal's End]."

Of course, it wasn't another function of [Mortal's End], but simply that my agility stat increased, making my senses more acute.

"I feel the same when using [Lightning Strike]..."

Reina was certainly quick-witted to notice so fast.

"Actually, when agility increases, your senses become more acute. If it's a temporary increase, you'll feel it even more strongly."
"You really know all sorts of things..."
"I noticed quickly because my stats change frequently."

In fact, anyone who experiences frequent changes in agility like me would know this.

"But to dodge it just because of that... I really thought I had you this time..."
"Want me to let you hit me next time?"

When I said that with a mischievous smile, Reina strongly refused.

"No? Absolutely not."
"Oh... pride?"
"I'll become so fast that you won't be able to dodge even at full strength."
"That'll be tough."

Even as I said that, I couldn't help but smile.

Reina's passionate attitude and mindset were truly admirable.

"Just wait... someday I'll gift a big scar to that smug face of yours."
"I'd find that rather problematic."

The owner of that voice was none other than my girlfriend, Elizabeth Michael, who had been watching our duel from the stands with her teammates until just moments ago.
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At some point, I found myself asking her with a confident expression as she came down to the arena with her team members.

"How was it?"
"The level was quite high, and you didn't go easy on them, did you?"
"I usually do go easy, but today I just wanted to dampen their confidence a bit."

While some confidence is necessary, there's always too much of a good thing, and this time it went too far.

'Was it because other teams were watching...?'

Anyway, it was somehow excessive today.

She approached Reina, who was heading somewhere with a bewildered expression.

"Where are you going?"
"Um... well... that..."

For some reason, Reina always seemed intimidated by her.

Of course, this time she was clearly acting that way for a different reason.

"If it's about what you said earlier, it's fine. Reina was just joking, and more importantly, Albert isn't someone who would be defeated so easily."
"Yes..."

Though it didn't seem like what she said earlier was meant as a joke...

'Let's just move on...'

Nothing good would come from pressing the issue.

It would only make an already awkward relationship even more awkward.

"Albert, don't deliberately take hits or go easy on them, understood?"
"Yes, I understand."

I felt quite pleased that she was concerned about me, and I couldn't help but smile.

However, Elin and Rachel didn't seem too happy about my expression.

"What's so funny?"
"Seriously."
"Why are you two always like this with me?"

While Elin had always been that way, Rachel had become quite prickly since my first date with her.

"Because it's sickening how you brag on social media, that's why."
"I just hate seeing it."

I had indeed been occasionally posting pictures with her on social media since then.

"You look at my social media?"

Hearing my question, Rachel became quite flustered and denied it.

"No!! It's not like that, it just shows up when I log in!"
"Ah..."
"It doesn't show up for me..."

When Elin muttered that, Rachel glared at her with eyes burning like her own magic.

Elin avoided her gaze and spoke to me, and I also answered while avoiding Rachel's intense stare.

"Right... it just pops up automatically without having to look for it..."
"Really? Then you might have seen it by chance..."

Rachel seemed to have a charisma that mentally overwhelmed others, just like her.

I'd always felt it, but seeing that look after so long made it feel strangely fresh again.

Having heard what she wanted to hear, Rachel smiled brightly and said:

"So is it our turn now?"
"Yes, that's right."

Upon hearing her words, Elin, Eve, and Rachel immediately prepared for battle, while those of us who had just finished sparring went up to the spectator seats to watch their match, just as they had done for us earlier.

'But... with that combination, they definitely can't win...'

Those three were ranged fighters, and she was like a natural predator to such opponents.

It was clear that they wouldn't stand a chance if she fought as usual.

Both in terms of mana stats and skill ranks, she was far superior to Elin or Rachel.

Of course, she knew this fact better than I did, and would have already prepared a more effective training method.

"Come at me."

As she said this, she pointed her [Ice Magic] sword at them.

'As expected, it turned out like this...'

Just like when she fought Elin in the survival match, she was wielding a sword for close combat.

However, her approach was different from mine.

I would push opponents to their limits to help them improve their situational judgment and overcome their inevitable weakness in close combat.

But she seemed to be using her distinctive defensive capabilities to teach them 'how to hit.'

As evidence, she was only blocking their attacks with her ice sword and ice walls, without launching any attacks of her own.

"There's definitely a difference."

While the difference in instructors was a factor, fundamentally, what she and I considered important was also different.

She and I each had strengths in defense and offense respectively, but paradoxically, I emphasized defense while she emphasized offense.

'The best offense is defense, and the best defense is offense, huh...'

There was still much to learn from her.

As I was thinking this, Reina quietly expressed her admiration.

"She blocks everything even with so many attacks coming at her..."

It was true that her magic couldn't be penetrated by spells at Elin's or Rachel's level yet.

The strength of skills is directly proportional to their rank and the user's stats.

Magic stats for magical skills, strength stats for physical ones.

The higher the rank and stats, the stronger the skill becomes.

'But... the difference is too great...'

As I mentioned earlier, her ranks and stats were overwhelmingly high.

That's why this situation was unfolding.

Chris, watching this scene, spoke to me with a confident expression that made me wonder why he was so sure of himself.

"The gap seems even bigger there than it was with us."
"But they're absolutely stronger than you guys. It just looks that way because of the matchup."
"Come on~ After beating us like that... Sometimes you need to offer a carrot too."

While Chris had a point, speaking so bluntly made me not want to give him one.

"For a 'carrot,' our match ended in barely a minute today, didn't it?"
"...You're so cold."
"Even if you guys went over there, nothing would change."

The only person who might have even a slight chance was Reina, but that possibility wouldn't even reach 1%.

'It would be fortunate if she could even activate [Stealth]...'

There was a much higher chance that the match would end before she could even activate [Stealth].

"What if I went?"
"Wow... I'll give you credit for confidence..."
"I can't win?"
"Stop getting ahead of yourself, disciple."

Chris had been showing insane confidence since his awakening.

'Maybe he was better before awakening...'

Despite getting hit repeatedly during our sparring, Chris still couldn't come to his senses.

"Then can you win?"
"Well... I'm not sure about that either..."
"Why are you so timid with your skills?"
"Because of who the opponent is."

As strong as I was, she was equally strong, and she was growing just as much as I was.

And the fact remained that I had lost to her last time, albeit narrowly, so my assessment was unavoidable.

"You seem to underestimate yourself while highly valuing the princess..."

At least Chris considered my feelings and didn't use the word 'overestimate' for her.

"Because she deserves it."

I might indeed be overestimating her.

But she had always shown herself to be even more impressive than my assessment, and that was true now as well.

The fact that her growth rate was similar to mine—who had the cheat-like trait of being a 'Regressor' with overwhelming combat experience—was extraordinary in itself.

"Just as you believe in the god Gabriel, I believe in her, like a deity."
"Now that you mention it, it really does feel that way..."

As Chris said, I praised, believed in, and worshipped her.

Just like a religious believer.

And in fact, the results manifested as a skill, just like with other believers.

[Absolute Loyalty]

This skill appeared when I acknowledged her as my lord.

Ironically, among her other subordinates who were like me, not a single one possessed this skill.

That fact made me think:

'Do they not believe in the Empress? Or am I the strange one...?'

But I didn't think too deeply about it.

I didn't have the luxury to do so, and I had the mindset that I just needed to do well myself, which remains true to this day.

As their match, which lasted much longer than ours, came to an end, Chris asked me:

"But why do you believe in her so much?"

That question didn't require much thought.

What reason does a soldier need to believe in their sovereign?

Because they're competent? Because they're strong? While those could be reasons, they're not the fundamental one.

The fundamental reason is...

"Because she's the one who will be our lord."

Lord—to be honest, that alone is sufficient.

Soldiers should be absolutely loyal to their lord and believe in them based on that fact alone.

That's how you win wars.

A soldier who doesn't believe in their lord is worse than useless.

At least, that's what I think.

"That's really simple. I thought it would be some grand reason..."
"From the perspective of 'believing,' that alone is more than enough."
"Is that so...?"
"Let's go down now."

Having confirmed that the match was over, we went down to the arena where they were.

There, they were catching their breath and resting after consuming a considerable amount of mana. Elin, who noticed us first, asked me:

"...How was it?"
"What?"
"My tremendously improved... skills."
"Uh... you did well..."
"Don't tell me you didn't watch, you jerk?"

Since I actually hadn't watched Elin much, I couldn't deny it in good conscience.

"It's not that I didn't want to watch... I had my own circumstances, you could say..."
"...I'll deal with you later."

Seeing Elin's sullen expression made me feel quite sorry.

I approached her, who was giving feedback to Rachel despite having received such attacks without showing any signs of fatigue, unlike the others who were struggling from the aftermath of the match.

"Sister, you really emphasize offense, don't you?"
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At those words, she smiled and replied.

"It's different from Albert, but it's quite special. Usually it's the opposite."
"People always think the grass is greener on the other side."

Typically, one tends to notice the strengths others possess more than their own advantages.

That's why I admire her defense while she's impressed by my offense. I believe defense is more important than offense, while she thinks offense is more crucial than defense. We're each guiding our team members in those respective directions.

"Albert's aggression looks quite impressive."
"I feel the same about you."

Of course, eventually we'd need to master both offense and defense, but right now, time was limited.

According to information I'd previously received from Riel, the Babylon Kingdom's army would invade within a month.

Unfortunately, we couldn't obtain any further information at present, so we didn't know the exact date.

In other words, an invasion could happen at any moment without warning.

'At least we've prepared well...'

We had positioned massive numbers of troops from the cities closest to the Babylon Kingdom all the way to the capital, where the Imperial Academy and Michael Palace were located.

We were in a position to minimize damage no matter when they attacked.

Of course, we couldn't afford to let our guard down.

We didn't know how or where they would attack, and crucially, we didn't know who would be coming.

'At least one or two Executioners will definitely come...'

According to plan, we could have obtained much information from Lilith, who had turned her back on her side and joined ours.

But worryingly, I hadn't seen Lilith even once since then.

'Is she still deliberating...?'

I trusted her because Lilith would never side with the demon race, but I couldn't help feeling anxious.

The future had changed significantly, and there was no guarantee that Lilith's future hadn't changed as well.

Still, her considerable dissatisfaction with the current royal family probably remained unchanged.

'Given her reaction back then...'

It was certain that Lilith still desired coexistence with humans and the downfall of the current royal family.

Otherwise, there would have been no reason for her to spare my life.

As I pondered these thoughts alone, she spoke to me.

"Don't stress too much about it. I faced them before, and the demons weren't all that impressive."
"But is it really true? That the demons are going to invade?"

I had recently told my party members about this fact, but they were having trouble believing it.

"That's definitely happening, probably?"
"It's better to assume it will."
"Then shouldn't we... evacuate?"

Ellin seemed quite frightened. It wasn't a reaction befitting a top elite of the middle school division, but it was understandable.

"That's why they're putting up barriers around the academy now."
"So those wizard guys coming to the academy lately are here to set up barriers?"
"That's right."

Ellin had known about the demon invasion but only just realized this fact.

"Since we don't know where they'll attack, we're protecting important facilities like the academy and the palace first."
"But won't it still be dangerous...?"
"Yes, it will be dangerous."

Since Lilith had appeared at the academy, there was a high probability they would attack somewhere nearby.

Either the palace or the academy or...

'The clock tower might be more likely than the palace.'

The palace would be less likely since the Emperor was holding it; unless they were insane, they wouldn't enter the palace.

"But we need to stay here. I think one of the knight orders will be stationed at the academy soon, though even one knight order might not be enough."
"That's not the real reason, is it?"

She was indeed perceptive.

The truth was that even if the knights were sufficient, I would still head to the battlefield.

Curious about the reason and sensing I wouldn't give a proper answer, Ellin turned to her, who already knew the answer.

"Then what's the real reason?"
"Everyone, do you know when your levels increase?"

Hearing that question, Rachel answered without a moment's hesitation.

"When we gain experience points, right?"
"And when can you gain experience points?"
"Um... when our bodies grow or when we hunt monsters?"

That wasn't an incorrect answer.

However, the latter part needed some clarification, so I modified her response.

"More precisely, 'when you kill living beings.'"
"Correct. You don't necessarily have to kill monsters; as long as what you kill is a living being with life, you gain experience points. That's why killing animals or plants can also increase your level."

But such actions were inefficient.

The reason was...

"However, animals and plants only give a tiny amount of experience points. And they don't register on your status window. Why do you think that is?"
"Because their levels are too low, right?"
"Correct. That's also why status windows don't register for newborn babies. You can't apply buff skills to them either."

This phenomenon occurs because they are weak creatures with levels below 1.

Of course, among animals, creatures like lions register on status windows despite not having mana stones.

"Now we can think differently. If low levels give small amounts of experience..."
"High levels give a lot, right?"
"And humans are also living beings. Of course, elves and demons are living beings too."

Hearing her words, Ellin widened her eyes and glared at me.

"You don't mean..."
"Demons live for a very long time, so their levels are high. But their stats only increase by 1 for every 3 level-ups on average. Some only get 1 stat point per 10 levels."

Actually, humans were the only race whose stats increased by 1 for each level, making us the unusual ones.

Anyway, demons typically have higher levels than us, but their stats don't differ as much as the level gap would suggest.

Of course, thanks to their insane mana capacity, one direct hit could send you straight to the afterlife, making them extremely dangerous.

Ellin knew this fact as well.

"But... it's still dangerous..."
"It's a gamble worth taking."
"You could die..."
"I know."

I knew that fact all too well.

I had seen too many people killed by demons and had taken quite a few hits myself.

"But I'm not the type to worry about such things."
"Seriously..."

Ellin was giving me that same look she used to give me back when I had just returned and was pushing myself too hard.

Seeing that concerned gaze made me reconsider a bit, but there was nothing I could do.

As I remained silent, deliberately avoiding her gaze, she called Ellin's name.

"Ellin, it's okay. I'll be with Albert too."
"Still..."
"I don't think I showed you properly last time, so this time I'll show you how strong we are when Albert and I work together properly."

We had indeed mostly operated separately during the last survival test.

But...

"Are you talking about the upcoming survival test?"

The final exams were in about three weeks, so we were actually in the exam period now.

"That's right. Come to think of it, it is exam period now."
"Oh... you know that?"
"I'm a student here too, you know?"

I was a bit surprised that she knew it was exam period.

"Of course I know that."
"Just so you know, I'm also first in the written portion."
"How do you know you're first?"

I asked Eve, who seemed genuinely curious.

"Because I get perfect scores on everything, so naturally I'm first."
"Heh."
"It's really unbelievable. You sleep through all the classes and still rank first in the school... Don't you feel sorry for your classmates?"

As she finished speaking, I felt a sharp gaze from behind.

When I cautiously turned around, Briton, Rachel, and Reina were all glaring at me.

And the owner of that particularly sharp gaze was Reina, who seemed especially angry.

"Don't tell me you think you're any different?"
"..."

Come to think of it, I was no different from her.

"At least I don't sleep during class, right? I mean, I do sleep sometimes, but still..."
"Are you confusing 'sometimes' with 'always'?"
"Do I really sleep that much?"

Hearing my question, they all nodded in unison.

"You sleep through all the theory classes, so..."
"Is that so..."

I did tend to sleep a lot during theory classes.

After all, I already knew all the content, and lately I'd been clearing dungeons until late at night, leaving me short on sleep.

"You get perfect scores on everything despite sleeping through classes, and you have the nerve to say that? You're just the same."
"..."

Reina's words left me speechless.

And somehow, I felt that even if I had something to say, the atmosphere suggested I shouldn't say it.

We took a short break after that.

Before long, dinner time approached, and people started heading to the dining hall one by one.

"Let's go eat."
"It's already dinner time..."

After everyone except me, her, and Riel had left for dinner, Riel approached us.

Then, in a calm voice, she asked her:

"By the way, Your Highness, when will you introduce me to Her Majesty the Empress?"
"What??"

Seeing her startled reaction, I became curious about what was happening.

"Introduction?"
"Yes, Her Majesty the Empress asked me to bring you to the palace. She mentioned it the first time and again recently. But you've been stalling all this time."

Looking at her expression as she heard those words and Riel's expression as she spoke them, I started to feel uneasy.

'Ah... could it be...'
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"Don't tell me I already have to go get that 'approval' thing?"
"Well... that's a long story to explain..."
"Let me explain it."

For some reason, Riel, who seemed quite excited, began the story.

"It all started when you two posted that couple photo on social media..."

***

About a week ago.

A certain photo was uploaded to the social media account of the Imperial Princess, Elizabeth Michael.

When the Empress saw that photo, she ran to her husband, showed it to him, and said:

"Honey! Look at these two! Don't they make such a wonderful couple?"

The Emperor looked at the photo of his daughter and the boy who had protected both his wife and daughter, wearing matching rings and hats.

"I don't know... What if they break up after showing off like this to everyone?"
"From what Riel told me, that's absolutely not going to happen."

Riel had given the Empress very detailed information about how the couple was doing and how they treated each other.

The Empress found these stories fascinating and always listened attentively whenever Riel shared such information.

"So what, are you suggesting we have them engaged?"
"Oh? Can we do that?"
"Of course not."

The Emperor's firm stance was expected.

No matter how grateful he was to the boy for saving his wife, he couldn't so easily give away his precious daughter.

"So is that test for the 'approval' or whatever really necessary?"
"Well... yes, it is."
"Then how can he receive it?"

Though reluctant to answer, he didn't particularly mind, so he provided an answer to the question.

"If he can prove to me that he's strong enough to protect Ally, and that he truly loves her..."
"That reminds me of the old days. Back then, my mother-in-law said something similar: 'Will you stand by my son even if this country falls?'"
"I was really shocked back then."

It seemed that this "test" was some kind of tradition passed down through generations in the Kainis royal family.

"Tell Ally directly when she comes."
"That's fine, I've already heard everything."

They were so engrossed in their conversation that they hadn't even noticed she had approached them.

"My daughter! How long have you been here?"
"I've been listening from the beginning."

Hearing her words, the Emperor spoke in a solemn voice quite different from before.

"Daughter, do you think that little boy truly loves you? You're going to be the Emperor of this country."
"Yes, I can be certain of that."

Her confident voice and expression caught him off guard.

"Why are you so certain? As far as I know, you've only been dating for about 1-2 months."
"Something happened that makes me sure."
"I won't ask what it was. You must have your reasons for not telling me."

The Emperor composed himself again and continued.

"Still, think about it once more. You still have half a year left."

It was clear that he also hoped his daughter wouldn't end up in a political marriage.

"Yes, Father."

After saying that, she was about to return to her room with Riel to prepare to go back to the academy.

The Emperor, smiling at being called "Father" instead of "Your Majesty," said to her:

"And I'd like to meet that boy within a month, if possible."
"Um... I'll ask him first."

***

"And that's how we ended up in this situation."
"Why didn't you tell me for a whole week?"
"Well... I thought if I told Albert, he'd want to meet right away..."

Indeed, I probably would have done exactly that, and it would have been quite burdensome for her.

So I understood why she delayed telling me.

I mulled over the details of the test that Riel had mentioned earlier.

"But, 'strong enough to protect'... I really need to pass this..."

Just thinking about it made me nervous.

Even in my previous life, I had never faced the Emperor in combat.

'And now I'll be facing him like this...'

I felt nervous, but also excited and a little thrilled.

The strongest human of this era—the only human who, according to current analysis, would win against Bael by a narrow margin.

And in fact, she had made such an assessment in my previous life as well.

-The Demon Lord is certainly strong. But not as strong as Father.-

Coming from her, who had directly fought Bael, it was all the more credible.

That's how strong the Emperor was—strong enough that the current me couldn't even touch a hair on his head.

But that's precisely why I was excited.

"You seem quite looking forward to it for some reason?"
"It's been a really long time since I fought someone with such a gap in strength."

It would be my first such fight since I first fought her.

"Of course I'm excited."
"I sometimes get the feeling that you really enjoy fighting? Like you take pleasure in it? Something like that."
"Because it's fun."

Fighting, and hunting, had always been there to comfort me.

They were both a means to prove my worth and my only form of entertainment.

"Fighting is fun... Oh... That reminds me of someone."

I couldn't guess who she was referring to.

There was no one around me, besides myself, who purely enjoyed fighting like I did, and she wasn't that type either.

"Who?"
"I'm talking about Father."
"Ah~ I knew that."

I had heard it directly from her before.

That her father quite enjoyed fighting.

"And indeed, it's a level that can't be reached without seriously loving combat."

It made sense, considering he was a monster who, at less than 50 years of age, had caught up to Bael, who was the strongest and oldest among demons who easily lived for hundreds of years.

"And you two are surprisingly similar."

Hearing that, Riel said:

"Your appearances are quite different, but Albert gives off a wolf-like impression, while His Majesty the Emperor feels more like a tiger."
"In terms of usual behavior, it's the opposite. Albert is always alone, unlike a wolf."

Although I'd been spending less time alone lately, I certainly didn't try to spend time with anyone except her.

"That seems less true these days."
"These days he is like a wolf, moving in a pack."
"So when are you planning to meet him?"

Riel seemed to want to wrap up the earlier conversation.

Or perhaps she had been instructed to get a specific schedule for the Empress.

"I'm fine with this weekend or next weekend."
"The Princess doesn't mind either, right?"
"Yes... I don't mind."
"Then let's make it this weekend. Neither of you should have any schedules then. Probably..."

After we nodded, Riel took out her phone and disappeared somewhere.

We just stared blankly at her retreating figure.

"Senior Riel sure handles things quickly."
"Too quickly, that's the problem."

I took my eyes off Riel's now-invisible back and said:

"I'm hungry. Want to go eat?"
"They're still serving?"
"Yes, there's still plenty of time left. About 50 minutes."

Since our party members had gone right at the start of dinner time, it felt like a lot of time had passed, but there were still 50 minutes left in the dinner period.

"Let's go then. We need to keep clearing the dungeon after this."

We quickly headed to the dining hall, and the party members who had gone ahead were still eating.

I don't know if they were eating late or had ordered a lot, but it was good that we could eat together.

Looking at Allin's tray, which still had quite a lot of food left, I said:

"Why do you eat so much?"
"Because I'm hungry. What did you order?"
"Bulgogi set."
"Give me some of that, just the bulgogi."

I chuckled.

"No way. Oh, here it comes."

Just then, my bulgogi set arrived, and since I was quite hungry, I devoured it quickly.

After finishing my meal, I was eating a hot dog for dessert.

"Why do you eat so fast?"
"You're the one eating slowly."

Allin only finished her meal after I had completely finished my hot dog.

I knew she ate slowly, but I didn't realize she was this slow.

'Was I just not paying attention before...?'

I usually don't pay attention to others while eating, but today, since she was sitting right next to me, I couldn't help but notice.

As I cleared my tray and saw Allin looking for the other party members, I said:

"Let's go, everyone went ahead."
"They actually left first..."
"Can't be helped."
"So what's the training schedule from today?"

I had posted the changed schedule in our group chat last Saturday, but this troublemaker still had to ask me directly.

"Today we'll stick with the original teams, and from tomorrow, only the team leaders will change for sparring. After dinner, we'll all tackle the dungeon together. Got it?"
"I actually knew all along."

She was truly something else.

She had always been like this, but today it seemed to annoy me more than usual.

"What's with your attitude today?"
"I think it's better than yours."
"What? What nonsense is that?"
"I'm much nicer than you."

We continued exchanging such pleasant remarks as we headed to the dungeon exploration room where our party members would be.

'Really... being with this kid makes me childish too... but...'

"It's not so bad."
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Aelin, still maintaining her calm expression, said to me.

"What's not bad?"
"Just talking to myself, that's all."
"Suddenly mumbling to yourself and acting weird."

I arrived at the dungeon strategy room with Aelin, who was still speaking in that unpleasant tone. The rest of the party members were waiting for us.

I addressed them, saying, "Let's begin right away."

Today, like every other day, we were living in the present to prepare for the future ahead.

***

We conducted our training according to the revised schedule for this week.

This time, I trained with Aelin and Rachel, while she worked with Chris, Briton, and Reina.

After switching team members like this, I noticed something.

'They've definitely gotten used to attacking.'

They showed much more aggressive behavior than before and attempted attacks in creative ways.

It was evident they had spent time thinking, "Would this work?" while facing her overwhelming defensive abilities.

'And the same goes for us.'

Having experienced my aggressive fighting style many times, they had properly learned how to deal with attacks.

That's why they could block most of her attacks, which were less aggressive compared to mine, and it was impressive how they created many offensive opportunities through their defensive skills.

In this way, they were learning both offense and defense from two mentors with completely opposite styles.

"Of course, they're still lacking."
"Albert, your standards are really high. I was quite satisfied with this level of progress."

It was true that they had grown incomparably more than other students their age.

Most had completed their second awakening, and everyone had raised their levels to the late 100s.

"By the way, Senior Riel, how is Eve doing?"
"Her? She's doing fine on her own without me having to teach her much. I thought I'd have to teach her a lot..."

Riel looked dejected because she had nothing to do.

However, it was good news that Eve was growing quickly on her own.

"That's good to hear."
"She's really good at hitting distant targets."
"Ah... I see."
"If you're not interested, could you just say so?"

It was true that I wasn't interested, but it felt awkward to say it outright.

"Yes, I'm not particularly interested."
"That's better, being honest..."
"More importantly, you both know you have to go tomorrow, right?"

Hearing her words, Riel looked surprised and spoke up.

With an excited expression, she said:

"Huh? I can come too?"
"Of course. Did you think you weren't coming?"
"Not at all. I wanted to come, but I was worried about being a bother... I thought I should know when to join in and when to step back, so I'm glad."

Tomorrow—yes, tomorrow—was the day we would meet the Emperor and Empress of the Kainis Empire.

The people who would become my father-in-law and mother-in-law.

I was so tense that I couldn't even joke about "not being nervous," and when they brought it up, I became even more tense.

As my body and expression stiffened from nervousness, she spoke to me.

"It's been a while since I've seen Albert nervous."
"This is the first time I've been this nervous..."
"Even after living so long, there are still firsts for you?"
"I've lived such a strange life that there are quite a few things I haven't experienced—more things I haven't done than things I have."

Thinking about it again, it was the kind of life that made me wonder, "What have I been doing all this time?"

Of course, that might be why I'm here now, so I don't particularly regret it.

"Come to think of it, your actual age makes you a complete grandpa, right?"
"Well... yes."
"I don't particularly care about that."
"I thought you'd say that."

She seemed to genuinely mean what she said, which made me feel a bit relieved.

Riel looked at her with a sly expression as she comforted me and said:

"Love certainly knows no age."
"...Yes... that's right."
"By the way, Senior, aren't you dating anyone? You seem quite interested in romance."

Riel pointed at herself in response to my question and asked me back:

"Are you talking about me?"
"Who else is a senior here..."
"I'm not particularly interested in dating."
"Is that so?"
"Yeah."

It was quite unexpected.

She seemed quite interested in romance, and since she had three husbands in her previous life, I thought she would have been like that from a young age...

But apparently not.

"But why do you ask?"
"Oh... I was just curious."

Hearing that, Riel looked at me with worried eyes and asked:

"Don't tell me you're worried I'll be a lifelong single like you?"

I wondered what she was worried about... it was such a meaningless concern.

And the "like you" part irritated me a bit.

"Don't worry about that."
"Phew~ That's a relief... I'll go ahead first. Come to the front of the girls' dormitory by 12 tomorrow. And since it's late, head back soon."
"Okay, got it."

After telling me that, Riel left the library with light, brisk steps.

About 30 minutes after Riel disappeared from the library, she closed the book about demons and demon lords she had been reading and stood up.

"Let's go now. It's gotten quite late."
"I can stay longer if you want? Don't you have more things you want to look up?"

She seemed to be trying to leave early because I was waiting for her.

"I've found answers to everything I was curious about. Besides, we have an important day tomorrow, so let's go rest now."
"If that's the case... let's go."

We needed to manage our condition for tomorrow's important event.

So as she suggested, we needed to return to the dormitory and rest.

Just as we confirmed that no one was left in the library and stepped outside to turn off the lights and lock the door—

A familiar chill enveloped me, and she felt it too, immediately activating [Ruthless Cold].

'Finally here.'

This person—no, this succubus—really made us wait a long time.

"It's been a while, Lilith."
"Now you're even coming inside buildings?"

As we spoke to the empty air, the source of that chilling sensation soon revealed herself before us.

But this time, she wasn't alone.

"That person..."
"Don't tell me you know her too?"

Looking at the person next to Lilith who asked that question, I said:

"No... it's my first time seeing this person... no, this succubus."

In truth, it wasn't my first time seeing her; she was quite a familiar demon to me.

That succubus's name was Lu.

I remembered seeing her often as she was Lilith's closest aide.

"Really? That's unexpected."
"More importantly, did you come today to answer the proposal I mentioned last time?"

Of course, there was no other reason for her to return, but I asked anyway.

"That's part of it."
"Part of it...?"

Her answer made my assumption seem foolish.

'Then what else is there?... No way...'

The worst possible scenario flashed through my mind, and I focused on Lilith's lips as they began to move.

"But today, I didn't come exactly for that reason."
"Then... why?"

That tiny, candle-like feeling of unease was growing larger and larger.

And it accelerated with each word Lilith spoke.

"From your expressions, it seems you already know."
"..."
"That face tells me you do know."

The growing unease had already enveloped my entire body, and Lilith's next words confirmed my worst fears.

Lilith looked at us, full of anxiety, with an expression of excitement and joy as she said:

"That's right, today's the day. Soon, our country's forces will invade this country."
"Did you... come to tell us this?"
"More precisely, I came to make a bet with you about it."

In this situation, the word "bet."

Despite bringing up such a thing, Lilith's expression was quite serious.

"A bet?"
"Yes, a bet. Doesn't it sound fun?"
"You look very serious for someone suggesting something like that."

Hearing my words, Lilith asked me again in a calm voice:

"So, are you in?"
"I need to know what it is first before deciding."
"True enough. It's a very simple bet."

Lilith continued with a sinister smile:

"By now, it should have started..."

Just as Lilith said this, the speakers installed throughout the academy activated.

And from those speakers came Gloria's urgent voice:

-Attention all students! We have received reports that the army of the Babylon Kingdom has crossed our borders and is invading Edelin, the city closest to the border. Please remain in your dormitories and do not go outside.-

As the announcement ended, Lilith spoke:

"Right now, most of your forces have probably headed there, including the Emperor. But our target isn't that city called Edelin."
"Don't tell me... the palace again?"
"Correct~! Thanks to you, our assassination of the Empress failed last time, and our damn king is a bit angry about that."

It was a bold strategy worthy of Bael.

Using Lilith, a master of stealth, to set up a portal, first throwing out bait to attract attention, and then using that portal to strike the palace... a strategy.

Of course, I said "bait," but their forces would be strong.

"Despite how much you dislike Bael, you still opened the portal as ordered, I see."
"That was for this bet."
"What? Surely you're not asking us to stop them?"

Lilith smiled at me with a smile as wicked as a devil's and said:

"That's right. If you can stop those forces, I'll gladly become your ally."

Ch.92 - 91. Proof (1)
# 91. Proof (1)

'If you stop those troops... I see.'

It was certainly a bet with Lilith Dawn, but I couldn't help feeling angry.

It was natural to assess the abilities of someone who might become a comrade, but involving others besides me—especially in a way that could harm civilians—was ethically problematic.

But even if Lilith hadn't made this bet, this situation would have inevitably come to me anyway.

"You can't tell me where those troops are coming from, can you?"
"If I told you that, it wouldn't be fun, would it? This is a situation where you need to 'prove' your abilities."

She truly was a succubus who enjoyed toying with people.

'You really like having fun...'

She was acting so strangely that I wondered if this was her true personality.

Leaving Lilith with her peculiar attitude, I spoke to the woman with the serious expression.

"Let's go. It seems like you won't tell us anyway."
"That's certainly true..."

As we turned our backs on them, I heard Lilith's mocking voice behind us.

"Do you even know where to go?"
"It must be somewhere, and you wouldn't tell us anyway."

Ignoring Lilith's irritating laughter, I left the building with the woman.

I continued running forward, ignoring the blatant gaze I felt from a distant window.

The woman following closely behind me asked:

"Where are we going now...?"
"There's only one place it could be."

Since this place was quite far from the Babylon Kingdom, if they were coming, they would definitely use a teleportation portal.

And using a teleportation portal requires a considerable amount of magical power.

Of course, a demon of Lilith's caliber could operate one alone, but she wouldn't have done that.

'If she had, she wouldn't have appeared before us.'

Since demons' power comes from magical energy, they wouldn't let themselves run out of it.

Therefore, the logical choice would be to set up a portal where magical power could be easily supplied.

"Where is it?"
"It has to be the clock tower. I'll go ahead."

It would obviously be safer to stay with her, but now wasn't the time to worry about that. The priority was to arrive as quickly as possible to minimize damage.

I immediately activated [Mortal's End] and summoned my sword in dagger form.

With my agility maximized, I ran at full speed toward the clock tower.

"What...? Wait! We should go together..."

Her words briefly brushed past me, but I couldn't stop to listen.

She was probably worried about me facing those troops alone, but there was nothing I could do about it.

'There shouldn't be too many, so it should be fine...'

The number of people who could move through a portal was limited, and they would have deployed many troops at the border to tie up the empire's forces.

Therefore, the number of troops coming here would be small.

Of course, that didn't make it any less dangerous.

Even if few in number, demons were still demons, and there would certainly be executioners like Lilith among them.

'Since they're attacking the palace, there must be...'

As I ran toward the location, I hoped that any executioner there would be on the weaker side.

If the person coming this way was Agareus, I'd have to flee rather than fight, but he would likely have sat out this battle due to the wounds he received during the Eden battle.

"Still... I'm quite anxious..."

Compared to the executioners of the Babylon Kingdom, I was still just a Parami, nothing more, nothing less.

'But I can't just give up...'

This situation was clearly a crisis.

However, a crisis is also an opportunity.

If I simply avoided this crisis, a great catastrophe would occur, but if I faced it head-on, it could be an opportunity to accelerate my growth rapidly.

"That's fortunate... but at this rate, I won't be able to stop it even if I run now..."

Having run at full speed, I reached the clock tower, but the troops had not yet arrived.

However, at the very top of the clock tower, a massive swirl of magical power was churning.

The magical energy, visible and palpable even from here, seemed to be shouting at me that those troops would appear soon.

If I had arrived a little earlier, I might have considered climbing up there to destroy the portal, but now it was too late.

"At this level, the other side must have noticed too, right?"

The nearest military base was quite far from here, but with this much magical power, they would have detected it by now.

'So I just need to hold out for a little while... I can do this...'

She wasn't here yet, but soon she would arrive—the woman who was like a symbol of victory to me.

With her, at least we wouldn't be defeated instantly, and we could buy time until reinforcements arrived.

"Let's do this!"

Just as I muttered those words, a massive wave of magical power erupted from the top of the clock tower, washing over me.

That magical wave signified that the portal had been activated, and soon after, a creature with large horns appeared there.

From that creature emanated an enormous amount of magical power that was incomparable to humans like us—something even other demons would revere.

It was clear that this demon was the leader of the special unit currently crossing over.

'But... who is that?'

However, this was a demon I had never seen before.

And crucially, he seemed somewhat weak for an executioner.

Of course, that didn't mean he could be dismissed, and he was certainly much stronger than me, but it meant I had a fighting chance.

He fluttered his wings as if showing them off as he descended from the top to the ground, and throughout this process, he never once took his eyes off mine.

Looking directly into my eyes with an expression full of confidence, bordering on arrogance, he asked:

"Who are you? And where is that damn succubus?"
"Are you talking about Lilith?"

Hearing my words, he frowned and spoke to me in a solemn voice.

"Who do you think you are, speaking so casually to me? Don't act like you're something special just because you have some magical power, you inferior human."
"Who am I? That's my question to you."

He let out a scornful laugh and opened his mouth.

"Don't tell me you don't know me? You don't know 'Fenex,' the youngest executioner of the Babylon Kingdom?"
"Fenex... Ah... so that's why I didn't recognize you."

Fenex.

He was certainly someone I knew about.

Of course, I had never seen him before, as he had died before I even went to the battlefield.

I spoke to this executioner whom I was seeing for the first time:

"Of course I know you. I just couldn't recognize you because I've never seen you in person."
"Didn't I just tell you not to speak casually to me? Are you too inferior as a human to understand my words?"

Fenex, filled with anger, drew the sword at his waist.

Then, pointing that red-glowing sword at me, he continued:

"I'll specially kill you myself. Consider it an honor. You're being killed by me, who will soon make my name known throughout the world."
"Well... that's admirable confidence..."

His confidence, emanating from his skills, was certainly impressive.

However, his judgment of the situation was somewhat lacking.

"Instead of wasting time with useless talk, you'd better kill me quickly. Otherwise, you'll end up being killed by our Empress again, like last time."

***

About 5 minutes before Albert and Fenex's confrontation.

Albert's party members, gathered in their respective dormitories, spotted him running somewhere through the window.

The first to speak upon seeing this was Chris.

"Where's he going?"
"The princess is behind him too?"
"Let's go too."

The one who said this was, of course, Chris, who was already preparing to go down.

"Are you really going?"
"Are you going to let him show off alone like that?"
"Are you going to stop him?"

To Briton's timid question, Chris smiled meaningfully and said:

"Of course we should show off together."
"Are you serious?"
"If you don't want to come, then don't, you cowards. I'm going."

Chris soon went down to the first-floor lobby and escaped from the dormitory, evading the teachers who tried to stop him.

There, he found Reina, Rachel, and Elin, who had experienced the same situation.

"Don't tell me you all...?"
"Why did you come out alone?"
"They're cowards who don't want to come out."

As Chris was criticizing Briton and Reicle, who hadn't come out yet, a voice was heard from behind.

"Who exactly are you talking about? Surely not us?"
"Finally showed up, cowards."

At the source of the voice were Reicle and Briton, who had finally appeared, and Reina spoke toward Reicle:

"You came out even though you're not in our party?"
"Unlike you, I don't have the mindset of 'not my party, not my problem.'"

As the two engaged in a meaningless battle of nerves, Rachel, with a serious expression, said:

"Shut up and let's go quickly."
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"We don't have time for this."

As Rachel said, every minute and second was too precious to waste bickering like this, and we needed to chase after that guy who could disappear at any moment.

"I'm going ahead. Finish that quickly and catch up."

Rachel ran faster than anyone else there in the direction Albert had gone, and everyone immediately followed behind her.

Among them, Raicle, who was wondering where they were heading, asked Rachel who was leading the group.

"But do you actually know where he went?"
"I know where I'm going, so shut up and follow me."

Hearing that command, Raicle pointed at Reina beside him and said:

"Where is it? Just tell us, we can get there fastest from here, so we'll go ahead."

Hearing this, Rachel told them without a moment's hesitation where she thought he had headed.

"I can sense a massive magical power from the clock tower area... Probably... No, he definitely went that way."
"Got it. You guys hurry up too."

After finishing their conversation, Raicle and Reina dashed toward the scene at a much faster pace than those following behind.

Though they seemed ordinary compared to the insurmountable presence usually beside them, Raicle and Reina's agility stats were high enough to place them in the top 1% of the academy.

"The clock tower is quite far..."
"It'll take about 25 minutes even at this pace."
"I know."

They continued using [Haste] while running to arrive as quickly as possible, gradually reducing that 25-minute timeframe.

Still, they couldn't help feeling increasingly anxious as time passed.

'Why did he do something like that....'

Reina was worried sick, unable to imagine what that troublemaker might be doing by now.

He was truly someone who seemed to toy with people in so many ways.

'Still... he should be okay for now...'

Even as she thought this, Reina grew increasingly anxious due to the sounds of battle gradually becoming audible in the distance.

'Please... just be alive..'

***

At that moment.

At the clock tower, the party's destination, a brutal battle was ongoing, and Albert, the protagonist of this fight, continued to battle despite being covered in wounds.

"Hey... shouldn't you be going easy on me at a time like this?"
"I'm not going easy on you—I'm doing this for my pride. You should be grateful."

Fenex had been keeping his subordinates standing quietly behind him while engaging me in one-on-one combat.

It was truly a matter of wounded pride, but the fact that Fenex was the type to care about his pride was incredibly fortunate for me.

'Otherwise, I'd be dead already... or if he were just a little stronger...'

The reason I was still intact was partly because he insisted on one-on-one combat, but the decisive factor was his skill level.

He was strong, that was true.

He was incomparably stronger than those subordinates watching our battle from behind, but he wasn't strong enough to subdue me in an instant either.

"Speed seems to be your only strength, but what can you do? I appear to be faster."
"Yeah, I'm just really unlucky..."

Fenex approached me at a terrifying speed, even faster than me with my [Blade of the Distant Abyss] summoned in dagger form, and swung his sword.

-Clang!! Slash! Thud!-

I couldn't block his incredibly fast swordsmanship and took several effective hits.

Ignoring the blood droplets falling to the ground, I used [Haste] to escape his attack range and minimize damage.

Of course, he didn't just stand by watching me do this—he persistently followed me.

'This speed is truly absurd...'

I couldn't help but admire his god-like footwork, as if his legs had motors attached to them, and I could somewhat sympathize with the complaints our party members usually made.

It was certainly difficult to counter or deal with an opponent this fast.

The stat difference between us seemed even greater than the one between me and my party members.

'Even with [Mortal's End] active, this difference is... how are his stats distributed...'

Even with the stat boost from [Mortal's End] and my dagger pushing my agility into the late 100s, it was woefully inadequate.

Fenex boasted a speed of at least 200, possibly up to 250.

"By the way, where did that red-haired one go? Are humans, lowly creatures blessed with magical power just like us, using it for such trivial matters?"
"What if they are? You really like that 'blessing of magic' talk. Magic like that would be much better off disappearing."

Fenex's expression hardened dramatically at those words, and his gaze toward me was filled with resentment, contempt, and disdain.

Then, while channeling magical power into his sword with all his might, Fenex opened his mouth.

"What... did you just say?"
"I said that unfair and barbaric things like the 'blessing of magic' would be better off disappearing for the good of this world."

Of course, I didn't mean what I just said.

I didn't believe that magic was the cause of the major external conflicts changing this era, nor did I hate magic or magical power.

I simply had complaints about the gods who made the world this way, and I was helping those who were trying to change this unfair and barbaric world.

'Fortunately, I've achieved my goal...'

And from the beginning, my purpose was precisely this situation.

To make Fenex lose his composure and become enraged.

That was my only goal from the start.

"Certainly, lowly creatures like you might think that way."
"What? You're being so understanding?"
"That's why humans like you should remain beneath us, and I will make it so."

The demons watching cheered at Fenex's crazed appearance, and amidst that atmosphere, he slowly continued speaking.

"Consider it an honor, as your name will be recorded on the first page of the great epic I'm about to create."

The demons who heard this declaration shouted in excitement, chanting his name.

-Wooaaah!! Fenex! Fenex! Fenex!-

The scene reminded me of a cult leader and his followers.

Fenex wore a faint smile.

His expression, already half-crazed, combined with that smile sent chills down my spine.

"How do you like these cheers? Don't you feel a thrill throughout your body just hearing them?"
"It gives me the creeps, actually."
"As expected, humans like you cannot understand this moving scene."

Looking at Fenex's expression, his earlier anger seemed to have disappeared.

Since that state wasn't welcome, I provoked him again.

"You really like being moved, don't you? Just a puppet acting high and mighty."
"Puppet...?"

His expression, which had been bright just a moment ago, darkened instantly.

Fenex's face was gradually returning to its previous state.

"What do you know to talk like that?"
"I talk like this because I don't know anything, but I'm right, aren't I? A puppet with absolutely no will of your own, existing solely for that person."

Even as I said those words, I felt strangely stung.

It felt as if those words were describing my past self.

'A puppet with absolutely no will of your own, existing solely for that person..'

While those words described my past self, they simultaneously described the current Fenex.

Long ago, after the great war ended and an era of peace between demons and humans began.

I had visited the Babylon Kingdom with Lilith, who had become the Empress, and there, I heard Fenex's story from an acquaintance of his who had already passed away.

It was truly a sad story, but at that time, it didn't really register with me.

"Now that I have a bit of breathing room, I can reflect on that story."
"Shut up! What would humans like you... humans who grew up in rich and comfortable environments know to talk like that!?"

His words angered me as well.

"Then what do you know to assume I grew up comfortably? If anything, you seem to have lived more comfortably, born into a wealthy family with overwhelming power."

He seemed unable to maintain his composure any longer and once again filled his sword with magical power.

The sword, filled to capacity with magic, could hold no more, and Fenex's excess magical power began to overflow and spread throughout the battlefield.

"Shut up..."

Hearing this, Fenex made a distorted expression that evoked fear, pointing his sword—filled with magical power—at me as he charged forward with a horrifying scream.

"SHUT UP!!"

As planned, Fenex, having lost his reason, approached me with nothing on his mind except killing me.

And his sword was aimed precisely at my heart.

Looking at his pitiful figure filled with madness, I activated [Mortal's End].

-Woong!-

Then, with all my might, I released the strongest intimidation I could muster toward the front.
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"Ugh...!"

Startled by the sudden, terrifying pressure, Fenex momentarily froze in confusion.

Fortunately, as I expected, the intimidation worked on him.

'If it had been Lilith, I'd probably be dead by now...'

Grateful that the Executor before me was Fenex, I discarded the sword in my hand and summoned a new one.

Then I filled the newly summoned greatsword with the Abyss.

"It's all pointless no matter what you try!"

Fenex regained his composure and, with those booming words, raised his sword high into the air.

Normally, if someone much stronger than me acted like that, my first thought would be to run away.

But now, my opponent was too fast for me to escape, and ultimately, there was no need to flee.

'In terms of raw strength, I should be superior.'

No matter how much better his stats might be compared to mine, his strength stat couldn't be higher than mine while I wielded a greatsword.

And even if we were at similar levels, I had another power at my disposal.

'Because I have someone who loves magical power.'

The child who emerged from my sword was licking its lips at the magnificent blade flaunting itself before me.

"Devour it all."

I swung my sword to counter Fenex's blade as it approached me at a frightening speed.

-CRASH!!!-

As the two swords collided, an ear-splitting sound erupted.

The power of both swords was almost identical, maintaining a tense balance, but that equilibrium was gradually crumbling due to the child's presence.

Inside the sword, the child was feasting deliciously on Fenex's blade and the magical power contained within it.

Fenex belatedly noticed this and immediately withdrew his sword.

"What in the..."

A gap formed as he withdrew his sword, and I didn't miss the opportunity.

Once again, I swung my sword filled with the Abyss toward him.

'This is my chance...'

Unlike before, his posture was significantly compromised, allowing me to parry his sword without exerting much force.

Of course, even after losing a lot of magical power, he was still plenty threatening, and it would be reckless to attempt any other moves.

But that didn't matter.

-BANG!!-

A welcome gunshot rang out from behind, and simultaneously, something with a very familiar magical signature flew from the direction of the sound, quickly approaching the back of my head.

"Right on time, I see."

I turned my head to dodge Eve's magic bullet flying from behind, and it continued on its path to strike Fenex in front of me.

-BOOM!!-

Upon contact with Fenex, the magic bullet exploded with a tremendous sound and released a cloud of smoke.

It wasn't particularly powerful, but being hit at point-blank range, he couldn't have escaped unscathed.

"What... trick did you use this time!?"

Fenex's face, emerging from the smoke, was wounded from the explosion, with blue blood flowing from his injuries.

"Unlike you, I'm not someone who fights fair, so I just got a little help."
"And you still..."
"Still what? This kind of battle is meant to be fought with numbers, and you're the one who's been doing it wrong."

Engaging in individual combat during a war is a sign of overconfidence and arrogance in one's abilities.

'At least you should be at Bael's level to do that.'

Fighting like that with mediocre skills was no different from begging to be killed.

Even the Emperor, who had skills similar to or greater than Bael's, didn't prefer individual combat, and if he did engage in it, he would quickly finish it and rejoin the main force.

"Even our Emperor, who is incomparable to the likes of you, doesn't do that, you fool."

As I said those words, the owner of the magical power I had been sensing appeared beside me and spoke.

"Are you referring to me? Or to Father?"
"Both of you."
"I thought you arrived really quickly... Albert is truly impressive."

I pointed to that being who made even her words seem pale in comparison and said to her:

"She's much faster than me, so be careful."
"Could you be... the Imperial Princess?"

Fenex was glaring at her who had suddenly joined the battlefield, and she was glaring back at him.

"What if I am?"
"How fortunate..."
"Fortunate?"

It seemed their targets included not only Her Majesty the Empress but also the Princess.

"Because our target has appeared before us."
"Saying that in your condition..."

Moreover, demons cannot heal with holy power, which is a convenient means, so it takes considerable time to heal wounds.

Yet, with such injuries, his reaction made me consider other possibilities.

"Don't tell me you still think Lilith will come to help you?"
"You know well?"

Of course, there was no guarantee that Lilith would help us or the Kingdom's army.

Since she asked me to prove my skills first, the possibility of her helping us was close to zero.

However, the possibility of her helping Fenex was also slim, as Fenex was also among the upper nobility of the Babylon Kingdom that Lilith resented.

'Of course, she might go to their side to increase the difficulty of this test...'

That thought made me quite anxious.

In my mind, that thought had a high possibility of becoming reality.

Given how the situation had developed, such a thing could certainly happen.

"Think logically. Lilith is a very intelligent woman. Do you seriously think such a woman would abandon us superior beings to choose you inferior humans?"
"Come to think of it... you're right.."

Of course, it wasn't for the reason Fenex mentioned, but nonetheless, Fenex and I were anticipating the same outcome.

Since she had already arrived on the battlefield, there was no reason Lilith couldn't arrive as well.

Realizing this, I immediately said to her:

"We need to end this quickly."
"The others will be here soon too; they've already entered detection range. Eve and Riel have taken their positions, so we can get help anytime."
"Then let's begin."

We needed to end this battle before Lilith intervened, and if that wasn't possible, we needed to at least reduce the enemy forces as much as possible.

"So now you've decided to face me head-on? Trying to show off in front of a woman?"
"You could say that."

I discarded the greatsword I had been holding and summoned a one-handed sword of appropriate size.

This was a situation that required a good balance of strength and speed.

This might create an ambiguous situation for both of us, but it didn't matter.

Even if I lacked speed and gave the opponent an opportunity, she, a specialist in defense, was beside me. And even if I lacked the strength to kill the opponent, Eve and Riel were observing this place diligently.

'And when the kids arrive, I can rely on them to some extent...'

Having a team was good in this way. Unlike having to solve everything alone, I could entrust my shortcomings to our team, and I could fill in their shortcomings.

And that fact gave me considerable psychological stability.

"Now you shouldn't fight alone."
"I wasn't planning to, even without your advice. Men! Kill this foolish human and capture the Imperial Princess!"
"Capture, huh... It won't be as easy as you think. Our Princess's iron defense can't be breached by the likes of you."

It was true that the demons' magical power was overwhelming, and each of those soldiers had enough magical power to surpass her, but the stat that determined the power of magic was different.

Even among demons, the distribution of stats varies for each individual, and they tend to be evenly distributed.

"Especially for small fry like you, and Fenex! It will be difficult for you too."

It was true that Fenex's strength was as high as mine when I wielded a greatsword, but her magic stat was much higher than that.

Considering that a staff only enhances the magic stat and significantly increases it, she could potentially reach a magic stat of up to 300.

Thinking about it that way, I felt that the Abyss, which devoured even her magic, was truly remarkable.

I spoke to the magnificent Abyss that had been wanting to escape from the sword for quite some time:

"It's feeding time. There are a lot of quality prey today, aren't there? These are ones I specially prepared."
"Have you gone mad, accepting your death?"

Certainly, from their perspective, I must look like a madman talking to myself in this situation.

"Well... not exactly. I'll resist as much as I can."
"Are you trying to live even a second longer? You're certainly a tough one."

I pointed my sword at the horde of demons rushing toward me and immediately slashed through the air, releasing the Abyss.

"By the way, this attack gets faster in proportion to my speed. Just so you know. Not that it'll be of any use to you."

***

Lu and Lilith were maintaining their stealth at the very top of the clock tower where the portal was located, watching the fierce battle.

Seeing Albert's combat for the first time, they were watching the scene with interest, especially Lu.

"He's really good, isn't he?"
"Indeed..."
"Was he at this level when you saw him before?"
"No... not at all..."

Having witnessed this scene, Lilith couldn't say that Albert had been idle during that time.

If he had been playing around during that time, such growth would have been impossible.

"His skills are unique, he knows how to trust his team, and above all, he's experienced and has solid fundamentals. He's really 17 years old?"
"He's quite a remarkable fellow..."

Albert, the protagonist of that battlefield and the most radiant presence there, was boldly 'proving' his skills and worth.
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The expression on his face during the process was one of overflowing confidence, as if asking, "Are you watching carefully?" And it was certainly a sight worthy of such confidence.

With barely 10 people, they were marking approximately 1,000 troops.

In this process, the princess and Albert played significant roles, while the remaining members and those providing support from a distance faithfully fulfilled their duties.

"But he's keeping that skill active even when his teammates arrived?"
"Because it's advantageous that way."

Rather, turning off that skill would be disadvantageous.

The intimidation that skill emitted.

If the intimidation works, it reduces the stats of any being, and by a fixed percentage at that.

"If it reduced by a fixed amount, it would be better to turn it off, since those guys' stats are basically lower. But in this situation, the opponent's stats are higher."

Therefore, it was true that the opponent's stats were being reduced more than our team's stats.

And above all, the stat-boosting effect Albert gained from that skill was at a level that absolutely couldn't be ignored.

"Seems like all his stats are increasing. At first, he seemed to be in a lot of pain when hit, but after activating that, it seems less severe."
"And in the princess's case, it doesn't seem to affect her. I was worried because her magic stat seemed overwhelmingly high, but it's unchanged."

Indeed, her magic showed no difference whether she was close to or far from Albert.

"Can he control the intimidation? For something like that, the other team members seem to be affected."
"Then the reason is likely with the princess."

It was certainly more rational to think that way.

"Anyway... they're amazing. At that age, to be that good... if they do well, they could probably kill someone like Fenex with just those two."

No matter how weak Fenex might be among the Executioners, an Executioner is still an Executioner.

It was impossible not to admire them for making such a person struggle like that.

Conversely, watching that fight, Lilith was greatly disappointed in Fenex.

Originally, Lilith didn't think highly of him due to his demon supremacist views, but she still thought his skills were remarkable.

Unlike herself, he had risen to the high position of Executioner at such a young age.

"But..."

Fenex insisted on a one-on-one battle with Albert solely because of his pride, and the result was, as you can see, utterly miserable.

Not only did he fail to deal with Albert, who had faced those troops alone, but with the arrival of team members, the battle was dragging on.

Because of this, their original goal of infiltrating Michael Palace and capturing the empress and emperor's children was now nearly impossible.

"The only consolation is that the target is right in front of us... but capture seems impossible."

As Lu said, one of their targets, the princess, was right in front of them, but they couldn't even touch a hair on her head.

Far from touching the princess, the reality was that they were too intimidated by Albert standing in front of her to properly demonstrate their abilities.

And thanks to Albert and the princess's astonishing teamwork, they were exerting even greater power than their original capabilities.

"Well... it's impossible not to make comparisons at this point."

Fenex, who always tried to solve everything alone, versus Albert, who trusted his teammates and successfully maximized the team's combat power by complementing each other's weaknesses with strengths.

The difference between the two was stark.

They seemed similar yet were different, and in Lilith's eyes, Albert appeared to be an upgraded version of Fenex.

"If someone could heal Fenex's wounds, he might become like Albert..."
"That's not easy."

Fenex had endured a harsh childhood and reached his current position, but before reaching that position, he had suffered numerous wounds, and those wounds continued to hurt him even now as an Executioner.

And those wounds had been engraved on his body like tattoos since he was very young.

***

Fenex was born as the eldest son of a very famous ducal family.

However, he had one flaw.

"Your son's body is too weak to be strengthened with magic power."

As the medically skilled maid said, Fenex's body was too weak to handle the overflowing magic power characteristic of demons.

Unlike humans, whose magic circuits were limited to specific parts of the body, Fenex was a Ma-in whose entire body consisted of magic circuits, which is why demons could engage in close combat by strengthening their bare hands with magic power without needing weapons.

But Fenex couldn't do that.

Fenex's body itself was too vulnerable to magic power, so he had no choice but to rely on weapons, just like humans.

"Well... if I can become stronger this way..."

Still, since there were demon races like Dark Elves or Beast-kin who used weapons, it wasn't difficult to obtain them.

Of course, the looks directed at Fenex, who purchased weapons as an ordinary Ma-in, were never kind.

Even his family looked down on him, and his father didn't even consider Fenex as his son.

That was what Fenex actually heard from his father when he was 13 years old.

"Don't call me father."
"...What?"
"Are your ears as inferior as that weak body of yours? Or is your brain so inferior that you couldn't understand what I just said?"
"Th-That's..."

His father inflicted an immense wound on his trembling son.

"I'm saying that I don't need an inferior son like you, so leave this house, leave my territory. And don't ever mention that you were my son anywhere."
"...Was your son? So now I'm..."
"Finally understanding? It means you're no longer my son."

Thus abandoned by his family, Fenex headed to an orphanage near the border and spent his time there until he turned 50, the age of adulthood.

Even at the orphanage, he strived to become stronger so that his father would look at him again.

He gathered magic power like ordinary demons to level up, and when that wasn't enough, he even considered swallowing his pride and adopting human methods.

"But that's not right... A demon like me using the methods of inferior humans is unthinkable."

Unlike Lilith, who abandoned her pride and adopted human methods, Fenex extremely despised humans.

Just like his father.

Because of this, he grew stronger through an unethical method, but one that was certainly different from human methods.

"By killing humans."

He thought humans were less valuable than stones rolling on the ground, which is why he could think of becoming stronger by killing such inferior beings.

Thus, Fenex took advantage of the orphanage's location near the territories of the human nations, the Kainis Empire and the Orion Kingdom, to kill many humans who approached Babylon Kingdom's territory out of curiosity, and grew through this.

Humans gifted Fenex with quite a lot of experience points each time they died, and seeing himself grow day by day, he felt a thrill he had never experienced before.

"At this rate, maybe I can become as strong as my siblings and be acknowledged by father...?"

That terrifying thought dominated Fenex's mind and was gradually turning him into a killing machine.

Without realizing that more and more humans were coming to where he was.

"There's quite a lot of prey today...?"

That was all he thought.

After finishing another thrilling hunt as usual, he returned to the orphanage, his home and sanctuary.

"I brought a lot today."

Fenex always deceived the orphanage people by claiming the human flesh was from animals, and they ate it together.

Thus, Fenex and the orphanage people continued to practice cannibalism.

However, among the orphanage people, there was someone who was curious about the true identity of the meat.

She was one of the orphanage members and a Dark Elf whom Fenex secretly liked.

"By the way, where did you hunt this?"
"This...?"

Fenex couldn't lie to her, so he later told only her where he had hunted.

"If you go beyond the border, there's a big forest, and I hunted there."
"Then can I go with you next time? I want to see Fenex hunting too."
"N-No! It's a very dangerous place..."
"R-Really? Okay..."

With that, she returned to her room after saying one last thing.

"But Fenex is very human-like, using weapons to hunt like that... Anyway, keep up the good work!"

Hearing those words, Fenex had many thoughts.

'I'm... human-like? Me, who was the son of a ducal family?'

But since it was from her, whom he liked, he couldn't refute and returned to his room.

"She's... saying such nonsense... I should tell her later that the difference between those inferior humans and me is as vast as heaven and earth."

Fenex made such a resolution and quietly fell asleep.

Not knowing what trials awaited him tomorrow.
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Fenex set out on his way to fulfill his self-proclaimed role as a human hunter today as well, unaware of his fate.

"I wonder what kind of humans will come today? I hope there are many, just like yesterday..."

With such excitement, Fenex headed to his hunting ground, planning to hunt the incomparably inferior humans just like any other day.

With these happy thoughts, he headed toward the forest around 3 PM, when humans typically appeared in the greatest numbers.

However...

"Usually there are many around this time..."

For some unknown reason, the forest was unusually empty today—not only were there no humans, but not even their shadows could be seen.

Even animals and monsters had disappeared, leaving Fenex completely alone in the forest.

"What's going on...?"

Perplexed by the situation, Fenex wandered through the forest searching for humans.

But even after searching for a long time, there was no sign of any humans, which left Fenex disappointed.

"Nothing I can do... I guess days like this happen too..."

Just as Fenex was about to resign himself and return to the orphanage, he detected a powerful aura emanating from far away.

"...What is that...? A human...? No, there's no way a human could emit such an aura."

It was an aura that didn't pale in comparison to even his father, who had once risen to the position of Executor.

No, it was actually far more powerful than that man.

"Is... is this even possible?"

Frightened by the overwhelming aura, Fenex fled.

He ran and ran to avoid being caught by the approaching aura.

Fenex ran until his well-trained legs began to ache and he was out of breath, barely managing to enter inside the border wall.

"Hah... hah..."

He finally caught his breath after releasing the air he had been holding in, or at least that's what he thought.

However, Fenex, immersed in that sense of relief, soon realized a chilling fact.

"Why... isn't it stopping?"

The aura didn't stop even after Fenex had entered the wall, and even now it was closing the distance between them.

Realizing this, Fenex felt goosebumps all over his body and immediately got up and started running.

'Quickly...! I need to escape quickly!'

Fenex ran forward without looking back and successfully reached the entrance of the orphanage.

But even then he couldn't feel at ease, and for the first time, he turned around to look at the wall he had just passed.

"Fenex... what's wrong?"
"Ah... Sister... It's nothing..."

Just as he took his eyes off the wall, there was a deafening boom accompanied by a light so bright he could barely open his eyes, causing even the distant orphanage to shake.

-KABOOM!!!-

The direction of the sound was where the wall had been—precisely where that aura had been—and Fenex looked at the wall, which he could only see after the light had faded.

"The... the wall..."

The wall had completely collapsed from the attack, and armed humans were invading Babylon territory.

Through the gaps in the collapsed wall.

'Humans....'

Noticing that the enormous aura was rapidly approaching, Fenex hesitated.

'Can I escape...? At that speed...?'

Of course, despite such doubts, running away was the right choice and the only option.

Although the orphanage had been his sanctuary and home, embracing him...

Now there was no choice; it was already difficult enough to save himself, and time was too short.

'With something like this happening... they'll evacuate on their own...'

Fenex rationalized this and was about to leave the orphanage immediately.

However...

'What about Sister?'

Just before leaving the orphanage, her face came to mind.

The one who had always accepted and embraced him with a bright smile, no matter what.

Fenex couldn't abandon her even if he had to leave everything else behind, so he grabbed her arm and said:

"Sister! We need to run!"
"R-run? What do you mean...? What was that light earlier...?"
"There's no time to explain! Hurry!"
"What about the others?"

Even in this crisis, she showed a sense of justice that prioritized others.

He admired her sense of justice, but right now it was a useless emotion.

"We'll die too if we stay!"

Finally deciding to evacuate while carrying her, Fenex suddenly lifted her up, and she blushed and became flustered by his unexpected action.

"Huh...? Fe-Fenex...?"
"Please stay still, it's urgent."

Fenex escaped the orphanage while carrying her and immediately started running in the opposite direction from where the humans were.

She looked at Fenex's face as he carried her and asked:

"If we run away like this... what will happen to the people at the orphanage?"
"They'll manage on their own, they always have."

Fenex's words were cold and harsh, but given the situation, she understood him.

"But why are humans here...?"
"It's what people commonly call 'war.'"
"...Why do humans and demons keep hurting each other like this..."
"..."

Normally, Fenex would have definitely answered, "Because humans are inferior."

But now he couldn't say that—partly because she was present, but mostly because he had just witnessed the humans' military might.

For the first time, he realized that humans might not be inferior after all, and he turned around to see the scene created by these not-so-inferior humans.

And then.

'Huh...?'

One human was standing much closer than expected, in a combat stance, staring at Fenex and her.

With striking golden hair like sunlight, the human spoke to Fenex with an almost maniacal expression.

"Hello? Nice to meet you. Are you the 'Human Hunter'?"
"..."

The human had a clownish, ridiculous appearance yet emitted an incredible aura.

That aura proved that this person was someone even Fenex, also known as the "Human Hunter," couldn't handle.

"Of course, I'm not the owner of that aura from earlier. My uncle is quite scary, isn't he?"

But for Fenex right now, the scariest being wasn't the owner of that earlier aura, but the one standing before him.

"There's no need to be so afraid~ I just came to play~"
"P-play?"
"Yes, it'll be very fun."

The human pointed his sword at Fenex while saying this.

Then, looking at the woman in Fenex's arms with an interested gaze, he said:

"Just asking out of curiosity... that woman... is she your girlfriend?"
"N-no, she's not..."
"Then I can have her, right?"

Those thunderbolt-like words gave Fenex a tremendous shock.

"What...? What do you mean...?"
"She's not your woman, right? Then it shouldn't matter if I take her, right?"
"She's not my woman, but... still..."

Normally, he would have killed this human for saying such things, but now it was impossible.

"Then I'll take her. Today's a good harvest, isn't it? Getting such a high-quality slave."
"S-slave!?"
"You'd better just watch from there."

With those final words, he charged at Fenex and instantly arrived right in front of him.

"Looking closer, she looks even more delicious. How did you resist a woman like this?"

He struck Fenex, who was in the way, naturally and lightly.

-THUD!!-

It was just a human's fist, even if enhanced.

But that human's fist inflicted an enormous wound on Fenex.

"Ugh...!"

Fenex, who had been hit squarely in the stomach, immediately collapsed, bewildered by the absurd situation.

"I... I'm being taken down by a human's fist...? With just one hit?"
"Why are you so surprised? You already sensed it, didn't you? That someone like you could never defeat me."
"..."

Collapsed on the ground from the shock, Fenex could only watch as the man approached her.

"So you've never done it with her, right?"
"D-done what?"

Fenex already understood what he meant, but still asked again.

Fenex hoped it wasn't what he was thinking, but his hope was in vain.

"Sex, of course. Don't worry, I won't do it here. I'm not that indecent~"

As he said this, he put handcuffs and what looked like a dog collar on her right in front of Fenex.

"It suits her quite well, doesn't it?"
"..."

She couldn't speak or move due to his overwhelming aura.

"Too happy to speak? I'm a hundred times better than that dullard over there. Don't you agree?"

With those final words, he showed Fenex the leash connected to the collar she was wearing.

"How about it? Jealous? You want this too, right?"

Fenex, unable to bear the unbelievable sight, was too shocked to say anything.

"She'll be happier living as my sex slave than living in this gutter."

She was weakly shaking her head beside him, but the gesture was meaningless.

"Take care! See you next time, if possible, with her too~"
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With those final words, he disappeared from the spot, taking her with him. Fenex stood frozen, helplessly watching her being dragged away.

"This is a joke, right...? This is a dream? Right? This is... a dream, right?"

Fenex tried to follow her vanishing figure, desperately denying reality.

He wanted to chase after him to get her back, feeling that if not now, he might never see her again.

But someone appeared before him.

It was definitely a face he had seen somewhere before.

"W-who are you? I need to go... I need to go right now..."

He was clearly a Mayin.

His enormous horns defied imagination, and his muscular physique, seemingly proving his warrior status, caught Fenex's eye.

This person was blocking Fenex's path, preventing him from moving forward.

"I... need to go... Please step aside..."

Fenex, for the first time in his life, even shed tears as he begged the man to move, but he remained unmoved, holding his position.

Only when she finally disappeared from sight did he finally speak.

"What could you have done if you had followed that human? What could you have done when you were too frightened by his aura to do anything just now?"
"That's..."

Fenex wanted to refute those words, but he simply couldn't.

What the man said was entirely reasonable—even if Fenex had followed her, there was nothing he could have done.

"I understand how you feel, because I've been there too. But with your current weakness, you'll never reach her."
"Then... what am I supposed to do?! What exactly am I supposed to do..."

Hearing that desperate cry, the Mayin gave Fenex a faint smile.

"Now is not the time. At the very least, you'll need to rise to the position of Executor before you can take your revenge."
"Executor... me?"

Executor.

It was a position as distant as the stars in the sky—the royal guard of King Bael and a rank only attainable by the strongest warriors of the Babylon Kingdom.

And it was a position far beyond Fenex's reach.

"That's impossible... me, an Executor..."
"You were willing to follow that man just now without even this level of determination? What a foolish young man."

Hearing those words, Fenex asked the Mayin:

"If I become an Executor, can I really save my sister?"
"Of course, little one."
"But who are you to tell me all this?"

The Mayin pointed to his own face and asked Fenex:

"I'm just curious... do you really not know who I am?"
"You do look familiar..."
"Have you perhaps heard of someone named Bael?"

***

After that.

With Bael's full support, Fenex grew at a remarkable pace.

Throughout his life, Fenex did only what Bael commanded and desired.

All because he wanted to recover that Dark Elf he had admired since childhood.

However, the woman Fenex so desperately wanted to find no longer exists in this world.

And Fenex probably already knows this fact.

That he arrived far too late.

"Isn't it too late? It's been 150 years already?"

At the young age of not even 200, Fenex had become an Executor, praised as the "youngest Executor in history."

But that was by demon standards. By human standards, 200 years was practically ancient history.

"The person I'm looking for is also a demon. They must still be alive, unlike humans."

Even as Fenex kept realizing the truth, he deliberately denied reality.

His mind must be filled with thoughts that his beloved had already been killed by those inferior humans, but he was working hard to push those thoughts away.

"You certainly can hold onto hope..."

Unlike some others, the person he loved hadn't died right before his eyes, so it seemed he could still cling to a sliver of hope.

Hope...

"Lingering attachment" would be a more fitting description than "hope" for his condition.

Hearing my muttering, Fenex glared alternately at her and me before speaking:

"Don't talk as if you understand me. You... are different from me."
"Yes, we are certainly different. But I can empathize with your feelings. I would have done the same in your situation."

Indeed, if it had been me, I would have acted just as recklessly as Fenex is now.

"You're quite good at making up convincing words, aren't you?"

Clearly, Fenex wasn't listening to me.

Still, he seemed to be focusing more and more on me.

"Enough talk. Die!"

With those words, Fenex began moving at a speed reminiscent of [Lightning Flash], and I was naturally at the end of that movement.

-Clang!!-

His speed was certainly lacking, but his strength was nearly on par with mine, so I could block his attack without much difficulty.

Of course, I could only defend—landing a meaningful hit was nearly impossible.

However, with that person hiding undetected nearby, it seemed entirely possible.

"I used to be confident in my speed, but now I'm having doubts."
"It's only natural that a human like you can't keep up with me."

Even as an Executor, he apparently couldn't detect [Stealth].

I wasn't sure exactly where Reina was, but it was almost certain she was somewhere near this place where Fenex and I were clashing.

'I need to create even the slightest opening...'

At times like this, I regretted that Reina hadn't trained much with her. If she had, we could have killed this guy more easily.

'Nothing to be done about it...'

To create an opening, I deliberately approached Fenex, who found this situation strange.

"What's this? You've finally decided to fight properly, I see."

That was certainly true, and I swung my sword toward Fenex.

-Swish! Swish!-

Naturally, my sword didn't even graze Fenex and continued to cut through empty air.

"Are you playing around? You don't actually think I'd fall for such attacks, do you?"
"Of course not."

Fenex was clearly looking down on me as I continued slashing at nothing, and I could feel it.

I decided to make my move against him.

-Swish!!-

I threw the sword I was holding toward Fenex.

But of course, there was no way Fenex would fall for such an attack, and indeed, he dodged the flying sword with ease.

Then, with a smug expression, he asked me:

"Have you lost your mind? I won't fall for such shallow tricks!"

With my attack having failed, Fenex, judging this to be his opportunity, charged at me with frightening speed.

And now, with her at some distance, I couldn't receive her help either.

'Yes... that's right, come out just like that...'

Fenex had finally fallen for my perfect provocation, and he plunged his magic-infused sword into my chest.

-Thunk!!-

An enormous amount of blood flowed from my completely pierced chest, and everyone seemed greatly shocked by the sight.

Fenex smiled with satisfaction at my condition.

"Didn't I tell you? That you would die?"

Of course, despite such a severe wound, I was fine, and a status window soon appeared before my eyes.

[Desperate Survival: B]

[Activates when the user's life force reaches 1.]

[Recovers 50% of lost life force.]

[The indomitable will to face death makes you stronger. (Damage taken is reduced by 30% for 1 hour.)]

[This skill has a cooldown of 72 hours after activation. (Current: 71 hours 59 minutes)]

When it activated against Reicle before, it only recovered 30% of my life force and increased defense and magic defense by a mere 10%.

But now it recovered 50% of my life force and reduced damage taken by 30% for a whole hour.

Thanks to this, I could maintain a composed expression even in this situation and hold Fenex in place.

"Who's dying? Reina! Now's the time."

Realizing something was wrong, Fenex hurriedly tried to escape, but it was impossible.

"Where do you think you're going after causing all this?"

With one hand, I gripped Fenex's sword still embedded in my chest, and with the other, I grabbed his arm as he tried to flee.

Using both hands meant I couldn't wield my greatsword, leaving me lacking in strength, but it was enough.

"Let go! Let go, I said..!"
"Shut up."

Behind Fenex, Reina had already deactivated [Stealth] and was preparing for the final strike. She immediately activated both [Swift] and [Lightning Flash] simultaneously.

"Farewell. See you next time, if there is one."
"Let... let go..."

Fenex wore a strange expression that seemed both terrified and somehow transcendent.

It was as if he had sensed the chilling killing intent behind him and anticipated his death.

I spoke to Fenex, who now seemed somewhat pitiful:

"Humans are stronger than you think. Perhaps even much stronger than your kind."

As I finished speaking, a chilling sound of wind struck my ears.

And simultaneously, Reina's sword emerged from Fenex's chest, right where I was holding him.

-Thunk!!!
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Fenex was taken in by Bael, the strongest demon, and spent 150 years under him—a time that seemed both long and short in some ways.

During that time, Fenex grew at an incredible pace with Bael's support.

Up to this point, everything was fine.

But the problem lay elsewhere.

It was that Bael thought of Fenex as nothing more than a "toy."

Fenex trusted him.

He believed and followed Bael's words, taking pride in having the strongest demon as his adoptive father and striving to earn his recognition.

However, from Bael's perspective, this entire process was merely "one of his toys desperately seeking attention."

In the end, from beginning to end, Bael only thought of Fenex as a toy—a plaything to briefly entertain his long, long life.

Bael first learned of the demon called Fenex when he headed to the border to stop a human attack.

Fenex was being chased by some human, and Bael was watching the scene from very far away.

'It's just like seeing my past self...'

Bael considered Fenex similar to himself in that they both lost someone precious because of humans, and at the same time...

'This could be fun.'

He thought Fenex could become excellent entertainment for him.

He could have saved that dark elf, but he didn't.

He deliberately chose not to because he wanted to see Fenex's despair at losing someone precious, just as he himself had experienced.

Then he appeared before Fenex, who was about to take his own life.

'Unlike me, he seems physically weak.'

Bael thoroughly enjoyed the voice of despair that Fenex uttered at that moment.

That's why he chose to keep Fenex by his side and actually taught him quite a lot.

After all, Fenex needed to be aware that he was growing stronger.

'What an amusing little one.'

Bael found it interesting to watch him diligently and fiercely sharpening his blade of revenge over those long years.

However, he didn't particularly want that revenge to succeed.

Perhaps it was because he himself hadn't been able to achieve his own revenge, but if it were Bael, he would have thought:

'Isn't it more fun that way?'

Bael wanted to see Fenex's face filled with despair after failing his revenge.

That's why he somewhat hastily appointed Fenex as an executor, despite him not having the skills for it at all.

Then he gave a mission to the newly appointed executor.

"As the leader of a special unit, infiltrate the enemy imperial palace and kill the empress or the emperor's children while our main force keeps the emperor occupied."

Bael gave this mission knowing full well that Fenex would never be able to accomplish it, and Fenex, who wanted revenge against humans, accepted the mission.

Of course, Fenex had no choice in the matter.

'I wonder what kind of face he'll show me this time?'

Fenex had no idea that Bael was thinking this way, and was only focused on getting revenge against humans and earning Bael's recognition.

However, Fenex was currently being blocked by someone named Albert who had appeared out of nowhere, unable to even leave the vicinity of the clock tower, let alone reach the imperial palace.

Bael was observing this scene in real-time through a magical tool he had requested from Lilith.

"Quite bold."

Bael found it interesting to watch Albert's judgment in using his own body as bait to bind his opponent.

Of course, for Bael, the sight of his toy dying gloriously was his primary interest.

***

Just like me earlier, bright red blood was gushing from Fenex's chest, and he was trying his best to stop the bleeding.

If he reinforced his body with magic power, the blood would stop flowing thanks to that magic, but Fenex wasn't choosing that method.

"You look pathetic. How does it feel to be dying at the hands of humans you looked down on?"
"It's certainly not a pleasant feeling..."

Seeing his resigned appearance somehow made my heart ache.

Death is always a sad affair, and it felt like I would have met the same end if I hadn't had that skill.

A lonely death faced without dreams or hope.

I couldn't help but feel sorry for him.

'Looking at this, I guess I'm somewhat fortunate...'

Seeing someone else's misfortune made me romanticize my own past a little.

As if to say, 'At least I had some hope...'

Still, this was clearly wartime, and I needed to finish this immediately.

"Kill me quickly, don't waste time."
"If you had tried to kill me from the beginning instead of wasting time, you might have had a chance..."
"Don't talk nonsense."

Fenex continued with a deadly serious expression.

"I was destined to die here anyway. Even if I had killed you, I would have died at the hands of the emperor who would arrive soon. I couldn't use the portal again. I was already dead from the moment I accepted that mission."

Fenex spoke as if he had known this would happen.

Looking at my expression, he smiled faintly and said:

"Sometimes there are situations where you have no choice but to act even when you know the outcome, just like back then... But back then, Father stopped me."

It seemed he called Bael his father.

Fenex was still using the title "father" for the person who could be considered responsible for his death.

"But I shouldn't have been stopped then... What would you have done if you were me?"

He was clearly talking about when he first met Bael, when he resolved to seek revenge.

If it had been me...

"I would have pushed through, of course. I would have gone to save them even if it meant my death."
"Indeed... that would have been the right choice..."

After saying this, Fenex turned his gaze somewhere else.

Then he murmured quietly:

"You'll end up just like me, for sure."

After saying that, he looked at Reina who was standing blankly nearby and said:

"What are you staring at? Kill me quickly."

Unlike the quite composed Fenex, Reina was hesitating a bit.

Even earlier when facing ordinary soldiers, Reina had hesitated to kill.

I gave an order to Reina for the first time:

"Kill him quickly."
"..."

Reina hesitated for a moment, then finally pointed her sword at Fenex.

And then...

-Slash!-

Fenex's head was severed with a single stroke, and the severed head fell to the ground, rolling until it stopped in front of Reina.

Reina faced that bloody and dark scene head-on, taking it all in.

I patted Reina's back as she struggled.

"I'm... fine... you don't need to worry about me... thanks."
"That's good then."

Despite her words, Reina's hands were trembling.

It would certainly be difficult mental anguish for someone as young as 17 to endure.

However, Reina was facing that pain head-on and was bearing it quite well.

After looking away from there, Reina asked me as I picked up Fenex's sword:

"Can I... become like you?"
"This isn't necessarily a good thing."
"It may not be good, but it's necessary. At least for me."

It was certainly a necessary virtue for a warrior going into battle.

"It'll be really difficult, but you can definitely do it."

The situation Reina was experiencing now was something both I and she had gone through, and just as we did, Reina would also manage well.

"Let's go back now, it's not over yet."

This battle hasn't ended yet, and even now our party members would be getting wounded while wounding enemies.

Reina and I joined that battlefield, albeit belatedly, and were doing our best to finish this battle together with them.

Certainly, with the leader Fenex gone, his soldiers began to lose their strength, and gradually our side was gaining the upper hand.

"Just a little more effort."

As a result of squeezing out every last bit of strength, we were able to reduce the number of those soldiers to double digits.

But now we were at our limit too.

Not only our physical strength but also our vitality and magic power were bottoming out.

Even in such a situation, the enemy attacks continued.

-Boom! Crack! Bang!-

The attacks from the remaining forces were quite powerful, and many attacks were effective.

I was relatively fine thanks to [Life in Death] that had activated earlier, but I couldn't do it alone.

Even though they were just low-ranking members of the Demon King's army, demons were still demons, and each one had considerable destructive power.

After being hit by attacks using the Abyss once or twice, they stopped falling for it.

'They dodge well...'

Even when I released the Abyss, they used their overflowing magic power to spam [Haste] and dodge, and they wouldn't engage in close combat, so we kept getting pushed back.

In the midst of this, something appeared with a light wind sound, cutting through the air and flying right in front of me, then lodging precisely in the head of a soldier in front of me.

-Whoosh! Thud!!-

I only noticed it when it came very close, and she didn't seem to have detected it at all.

Our party members, including myself, were curious about the identity of that sudden arrow, and the same was true for the enemy.

While we were blankly staring at that arrow, someone rose up, and simultaneously, an enormous barrage of arrows rained down on those soldiers.

-Thud! Thud!-

Though countless arrows poured down, each shot was powerful enough to instantly kill those soldiers, and there was only one person in the Empire who could boast such archery skills.

'They arrived later than I expected...'

Still, I was glad that reinforcements had arrived at the right time.
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Thanks to that, we were able to easily overcome the crisis and finally relax, letting our bodies rest on the ground.

Everyone except me, unable to endure their physical fatigue, collapsed weakly on the floor, breathing heavily.

"Everyone, take a rest."

I left them be and looked at the people slowly walking toward us from the distance.

I could see Riel and Eve, who had been supporting us from afar, but now they weren't as noticeable because of the people beside them.

'Wow....'

The lineup of those people was impressive enough to draw an involuntary admiration.

The Knight Commanders Light and Ray, and Emperor Reinhardt.

And Amelia, the owner of that arrow shower from earlier. Though they were just walking quietly, an indescribable aura was emanating from them.

I greeted them cautiously.

"Um... hello?"
"You're that boy Albert, right?"
"Yes, that's me."

Upon hearing this, Ray and Light suddenly expressed their gratitude to me.

"Thank you for always taking care of my son."
"And I assume you led this situation too."
"The other kids played a bigger role than I did."

Certainly, without our party members, such a favorable situation wouldn't have occurred.

What I just said wasn't mere display of humility but the absolute truth.

While we were having that conversation, the Emperor glared at me and spoke.

"Is my daughter alright?"
"Of course. She might need rest after using too much magical power, but she has no direct injuries. She's quite exceptional in that regard."

And suddenly, that "exceptional person" had approached behind me and spoke.

"Father, I'm fine. Rather, Albert is the one who got seriously injured... Are you okay?"

It was still pleasing that she was concerned about me, but it felt somewhat awkward in the current situation.

She was worrying about me instead of her father who had just returned from battle, and the Emperor was clearly expressing his displeasure about this fact through his facial muscles.

I avoided his rather burdensome gaze and answered her question.

"Um... I'm fine. I didn't lose much blood, and thanks to [Death-Defying Life], my vitality is good."

Thanks to [Death-Defying Life], I had recovered quite a bit of vitality, and due to the effect of reducing damage by 30%, the damage I received from the remaining troops was relatively minimal.

"I thought you must have had some method since you deliberately took those hits... but please don't do that again..."
"Yes... I'm sorry..."

She seemed to know about [Death-Defying Life] and trusted me, but she still appeared quite worried.

They all watched her concern for me with different perspectives.

Ray and Light were busy checking on their own children rather than us, while the Emperor wore a displeased expression.

Finally, Amelia was watching us with a pleased expression.

"I've only seen you in photos, but seeing you in person is quite interesting... You two definitely look good together. Emperor, you don't need to worry anymore, right?"
"Be quiet, Amelia."

Amelia approached me with a playful smile.

"Hello? This is our first time meeting, right?"
"It's an honor to meet you, Hero."
"Oh... you know who I am?"
"Of course... You're the Hero after all, and your archery skills earlier were amazing."

Amelia scratched her head bashfully.

"Ah... don't praise me so much..."

Yet she clearly enjoyed the compliment, while the princess was looking at Amelia and me with a displeased expression.

"Thank you too, Princess. If it weren't for you, we would have all died long ago."
"Hmm... I'll let it slide."

Her tone and voice suggested she had no choice but to accept it.

The thought that an unfortunate future might have awaited me had I not said those words sent a chill down my spine.

In that situation, Amelia looked at the bodies with arrows stuck in them and asked me.

"Were these guys the only ones here?"
"No, over there... Huh?"

The corpse of Fenex, which had been there until just now, had suddenly disappeared.

'Where did it go...?'

Not only the body but even the severed head was gone.

Unaware of this fact, Amelia looked at the numerous corpses there and exclaimed in admiration.

"Wow... did you guys do this?"
"Yes... that's right, but..."
"But?"
"A corpse that should be here is missing..."

I had definitely been too careless.

A demon of Fenex's caliber would surely have had unique skills, but I hadn't considered that.

Of course, they obtain their skills differently from us, but demons also have unique skills just like we do.

Except for special cases like the Succubus's [Enchantment] or Dark Elf's [Mana Conversion], demons also have their own unique skills.

"I let my guard down..."

Demons are born with the unique skill [Demon's Heart], and after their magical power exceeds a certain threshold, they gain another unique skill.

However, just like humans, only a small number of individuals satisfy the awakening condition of exceeding that magical power threshold, so there aren't many individuals with a second unique skill.

Of course, someone of Fenex's caliber would be among those few individuals.

'I didn't think of that...'

I stared intently at the spot where Fenex's head had been until just now, and Amelia spoke to me.

"It's okay, these things happen. And what you've already accomplished is more than enough."
"Thank you..."

Amelia's consolation was appreciated, but this was a matter of my pride.

As someone who had been a Knight Commander, making such a mistake... it was impossible not to feel self-reproach.

I should have been at least a little suspicious when Fenex quietly accepted death.

"Still, he'll probably just quietly retreat. With injuries that severe, he can't do much right now, and if he gets caught by us, he'll die immediately."
"We should still look for him."

Amelia immediately took out her phone and contacted someone.

"Near the Clock Tower, please search and check all CCTV footage. And just a moment..."

Amelia approached me, held the phone to my mouth, and asked.

"What did the one who disappeared look like?"
"...Black hair with orange horns, and he was wearing gray armor. His hair was long enough to reach his shoulders, and his horns weren't particularly large."
"Did you hear that? That's what he looks like. Contact me immediately if you find him."

With those words, Amelia ended the call.

"Are all the others still here except for him?"
"Yes... it seems so."

Even if not Fenex, those troops were armed demons, so even a single soldier could cause considerable damage.

However, since almost all of them were dead, there was no concern in that regard.

And since civilians had already been evacuated, even if a few had secretly escaped, there would be few or no casualties.

"It's okay since there are no people around, but I'll go look around just in case. You all don't look good, so leave the rest to us and get some rest."

Amelia continued, looking at Light and Ray.

"Knight Commanders? Please take care of these kids. Heal them with holy power too."

After saying this to Light and Ray, Amelia disappeared between the city buildings.

As soon as Amelia vanished, the princess gently placed her hand on my shoulder and said.

"You did well."
"I've only just taken the first step."

Besides, this was not just relatively small but absolutely small in scale as wars go.

The detachment heading to the Clock Tower was small, and judging by how quickly reinforcements arrived, the main force must have been small too.

Of course, even if the scale hadn't been small, members of this caliber would have ended the battle quickly.

"And I learned a lot from this battle."
"What did you learn?"
"That I'm still far from adequate."

We struggled against a small force of less than a thousand and Fenex, a demonstrative Executor with far from impressive skills.

And that was with her by our side.

It was truly a result that could only make me sigh.

Although the damage was minimal in the end, it was too early to conclude that we "did well" based solely on that.

In the end, we had Amelia's help, Fenex somehow survived and escaped, and Lilith didn't join the fight until the very end.

'We definitely didn't do well...'

It might have seemed good objectively, but by my standards, it fell far short of even an average performance.

It was an achievement that made me ashamed of myself, and it naturally made me think that I needed to work even harder in the future.

"Let's train harder when we get back."
"Don't overdo it, okay?"
"I'll try."

I said that, but in the end, I have to push myself, and extremely so.

Skills would improve even without pushing too hard.

However, without giving myself trials and pushing my limits, I couldn't expect dramatic growth.

"I'll try."

In the end, I need to grow by overcoming trials that seem impossible to overcome.

I don't know if that's the best approach, but that's how I've done it so far, and that's how I'll continue.
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And so, one small yet significant event came to an end, and we were heading back to our nest, the Imperial Academy.

In that situation, Aelin, with an anxious expression, asked me:

"Won't we get in trouble when we go back?"
"Isn't that obvious?"
"I guess you're right..."

Aelin became dejected at that fact.

"It would be strange if we didn't get scolded."

Still, since the outcome itself was so good, we probably wouldn't be scolded too severely.

Probably...

'But more than that...'

Right now, I was more concerned about the person behind me.

Originally, I was scheduled to visit the Michael Imperial Palace tomorrow, but this situation had come up.

'Should I still go...?'

When I posed this question to myself, his voice came from behind.

"Albert, was it?"
"Yes... my name is Albert."
"I'll be heading back from here, but what will you do tomorrow?"

For some reason, he was giving me a choice.

Of course, it wasn't really a choice since I couldn't say I wouldn't go tomorrow.

"I'll come tomorrow."

Avoiding it now wouldn't mean I could avoid it forever, and it was something I would have to face eventually.

'Better to take the beating sooner rather than later...'

If that was the case, getting it over with quickly would be more comfortable.

And I also wanted to receive that "acknowledgment" as soon as possible.

"Then I'll see you tomorrow. I have matters to attend to. Elly, see you tomorrow."
"Yes, Father. You must be tired, so please rest well tonight."
"Thank you for your concern, but I'm not in a position to do so."

With those final words, the Emperor walked toward the military base with Rey and Light.

Though the damage wasn't extensive, there were still quite a few matters to handle given the nature of the incident.

He would need to consult with officials about how to proceed.

"But... aren't you going with them, Hero?"
"Me?"
"Yes."

Unlike Rey and Light, Amelia didn't seem to be attending to those matters and was still heading to the academy with us.

"I'll be staying at the academy for a while, or rather, I need to stay."
"Ah..."

People living near the academy in Lucerne, the capital of the Empire, would have evacuated to the Imperial Academy, so it seemed someone with Amelia's skills needed to remain here.

Although we had dealt with most of the enemy forces, there might be survivors who could cause harm, and with people gathered in one place, other issues could arise.

"But then, will you be staying in the women's dormitory, Hero?"
"I suppose so?"

If she stayed outside, she wouldn't be able to respond immediately if something happened at night, and there were plenty of spare rooms in the dormitory.

I wasn't sure how many people were currently at the academy, but it should be able to accommodate all of them.

'It has to be quite large...'

In fact, there were quite a few dormitory buildings, not just the two we were currently using.

There were also professors who lived in the dormitories rather than commuting from home, but I didn't think they built so many dormitory buildings just for them.

Rather than that reason, it seemed like they had built many dormitory buildings in preparation for situations like this.

"But I'll be staying in a different building from yours, where there are more people."
"That's a shame..."

For some reason, Aelin seemed disappointed by this fact.

She must have taken quite a liking to Amelia.

'Understandably so.'

Amelia was someone who lacked nothing—her personality, appearance, and skills were all exceptional, though perhaps not as much as Aelin's.

And above all, she was one of only two "Heroes" in the Empire.

Heroes could summon their unique weapons through a skill called [Hero's Mark], bestowed by the "Hero" characteristic.

These weapons were also called "Divine Weapons" and boasted tremendous performance worthy of that name.

Except for Dren's masterpieces, they were probably the only weapons with better performance than the Abyss Sword I could summon with my skill [Sword of the Distant Abyss].

Heroes demonstrated incredible abilities by utilizing these overwhelmingly powerful weapons and their unique skills.

'I really want to get that...'

Part of me wanted to use [Regressor's Privilege] on Amelia and leave it to luck.

However, Amelia was an archer, so she would likely have skills that maximized the advantages of a bow.

'Not really compatible with me...'

Therefore, using it on Marco, the Sword Hero, would be more rational.

Still, having insurance was better than having none.

'But what if I do get it?'

I couldn't just abandon the sword I was currently using diligently.

Among historical heroes, there were some who summoned defensive items like armor.

However, most summoned weapons like swords, bows, or staves.

'Could I alternate between them?'

If I did get that skill, that would be the right approach, but...

'Am I counting my chickens before they hatch?'

I felt a bit embarrassed for having such thoughts when I hadn't even seen Marco's shadow, let alone obtained the skill.

'I just hope I get something good...'

While making this modest wish in my heart, we had already arrived at the academy.

At the entrance, more administrators than usual were guarding the gate, and among them were some quite skilled individuals.

'Knights... and high-ranking ones at that...'

Since we were already students of this academy, we could prove our identity with our student IDs, and Amelia was... well, she had a free pass.

Before entering the academy, Amelia greeted the knights at the entrance.

"Everyone's working hard. Take breaks when you can. I'm here now~"

It was quite an inappropriate statement given the current situation, but with Amelia here, it would be difficult for anyone but the most skilled to cause harm.

Amelia could eliminate enemies from great distances with her exceptional sensing abilities and archery skills that earned her the title "Divine Archer."

Of course, [Stealth] was a different matter, but she could detect almost everything else, so her confidence was understandable.

"I'll be in that dormitory over there, so you all go back and rest. Even though you've received treatment, you must be tired."

After saying this, Amelia headed toward another dormitory building located near the dueling grounds.

"Shall we go too? I'm exhausted..."

I wanted to lie down on my bed in my room right away, so my body was naturally heading toward the dormitory building.

I had consumed too much life force and mana today, and my physical condition was terrible.

Although I had regained some life force from killing those soldiers, regaining life force didn't relieve the accumulated fatigue.

As I was at the end of my strength, she spoke to me.

"Will you be alright tomorrow? If it's difficult, I could speak for you..."
"I'll be fine after sleeping tonight. More importantly, Your Highness also used a lot of mana today. Please go to your dormitory and rest well."

She too had consumed a great amount of mana, to the point of using it all up.

Therefore, she must be as tired as I was.

"I am... quite tired... Let's both get plenty of rest tonight..."

In this warm atmosphere, Riel shared some information with us.

"Tomorrow, His Majesty the Emperor will be coming to the academy in person."
"Uh... what?"
"He's coming to check the security level of the academy, and also to see your face and skills."

It was a bit surprising, but I didn't mind.

It meant that I had enough value to make His Majesty the Emperor move in person, which actually made me feel good.

'Does this mean I'm already halfway accepted?'

It was fortunate that this incident happened before I went to see the Emperor.

It would have made a stronger impression regarding my skills, and the fact that she didn't have a single scratch would have worked in my favor.

"You know this is unprecedented, right? An emperor of a country personally coming for a mere student."
"Of course I know. That's why I'm feeling so good right now."
"He'll be here around 2 PM tomorrow, so make sure you're up by then."
"Yes, understood."

After receiving this information, I immediately headed to my dormitory, while she went to the women's dormitory building with the female party members.

'Tomorrow... I'm looking forward to it...'

Honestly, this incident wasn't really what you'd call a "trial."

I did suffer injuries that could have led to death, but that was to bind Fenex, and it wasn't actually that dangerous.

Of course, it was a bit dangerous at the end, but that was all.

However, tomorrow's event already felt dangerous.

'Not just anyone... but His Majesty the Emperor himself...'

He was the world's strongest warrior, a fact no one could dispute.

As Riel said, he was on a completely different level from a mere student like me.

'If I mess up, I could really die...'

Of course, he would control his strength considering the difference in our levels, but it was still dangerous.

Tomorrow would just be a mock battle to prove my skills, but it was certainly a significant event worthy of being called a "trial."

'A trial, huh... It's definitely exciting...'
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And so, I surrendered to the wave of fatigue washing over me, and my eyes closed on their own.

When my briefly closed eyes opened again, the moon that had been floating in the center of the night sky had vanished without a trace, replaced by the brilliantly shining sun.

I barely managed to get up from bed, feeling the dazzling sunlight all over my body.

"It's morning already..."

Though I was still tired, my condition wasn't bad at all.

I checked the current time on my phone.

"12 o'clock... Still a while to go..."

It was only noon, and there was about a two-hour gap before the Emperor would visit the academy.

It seemed like a good idea to loosen up my body during that time.

Although yesterday's events had proven my abilities, that was just a byproduct of the outcome—the Emperor hadn't directly confirmed my skills.

'Let's go downstairs...'

After washing my face rather leisurely, I changed into comfortable clothes that allowed for free movement and immediately left my room.

The dormitory hallway was so quiet that not even a mouse could be seen, and my footsteps echoed loudly.

"As expected, no one's around..."

Although it was the weekend, it seemed everyone was staying in their rooms after what had happened.

Of course, even in this situation, there would be people who would come out to train.

'Shouldn't this situation actually motivate them more?'

As the empire's finest talents attending the Imperial Academy, they should have felt something watching what we showed yesterday.

Even if they didn't think, 'I want to be like them,' they should at least have self-deprecating thoughts like, 'They can do it, why can't I?'

That thought should motivate them to train harder, but...

"Really, no one..."
"We're here, you know?"

There were people after all.

People who were working hard to hone their skills even in this situation.

But...

"Why is it only you guys?"

For some reason, the faces I saw were all quite familiar.

Of course, it wasn't just those who hadn't participated in yesterday's battle—our party members who had participated were also motivated.

Thanks to thoughts like "Am I really this inadequate?" that I also had. And since these kids were already in the habit of coming to the training grounds or dungeon practice rooms every day, their presence wasn't surprising.

What was more surprising was the attitude of the other students who neglected training despite what had happened yesterday.

"Not everyone in this world is like you."
"Yet here you are too?"
"How could I rest when I'm destined to be the empire's strongest mage?"

Certainly, as Ellin said, not everyone would be like us.

They would surely want to rest and might give in to that temptation.

But the people I wanted to be here weren't ordinary people.

"Not everyone in the world is like us, but our academy students shouldn't be like that."
"Come on~ They probably want to rest, it's the weekend."
"What have they even done to deserve rest..."

Those who did something yesterday weren't resting, yet those who did nothing were enjoying their leisure.

'This is why they can't fight back when Bael provokes them.'

The population difference between the Kainis Empire and the Babylon Kingdom was substantial.

However, the number of actual "strong ones" and their level didn't differ much.

Of course, one could attribute this to the difference between humans and demons, and that reason did account for some of it.

But seeing the laziness of the Imperial Academy students—our country's future and hope—I couldn't help but think differently.

"They must have done something, surely."
"Yeah... they must have done something..."
"So... did you come to warm up?"
"That's right, he'll be here in about an hour."

Before I knew it, an hour had passed while we were chatting, and now there wasn't much time left.

I immediately summoned the [Sword of the Distant Abyss] and pointed the summoned sword at our party members.

"Let's get started."
"Eh? Us?"

I spoke to Ellin, Rachel, and Reina, who were looking at each other with surprised expressions.

"Of course, I'll make it intense this time."

Originally, I had conducted training gently, but having experienced real combat, it seemed better to proceed as intensely as in actual battle.

I activated [Mortal's End] and declared to them.

"Get ready."

And so began our somewhat aggressive but highly effective warm-up.

***

The Empress and Emperor boarded a magnificent car to visit the Imperial Academy.

"I'm looking forward to it, aren't you?"
"I've been saying this all along—if I don't like him, I won't approve. You should scrutinize him carefully too."
"Of course I will."

The Emperor was somewhat displeased that both his daughter and now the Empress thought well of that guy.

Considering his background, it was understandable why they would think that way, but such decisions should be made with an objective view. However, the Empress seemed to be evaluating him higher than reality due to her preconceptions.

"This is about Elly's future, and the future of this country."
"That's true. So when should the engagement ceremony be? The end of the year would be good, right? We also need to hold the Crown Princess investiture... There's certainly a lot to do."

The Empress already seemed to consider that guy as the Crown Princess's fiancé.

From the Emperor's perspective, there wasn't much to object to.

Although he hadn't observed the young man closely for long, he could tell that he genuinely loved his daughter and possessed skills beyond his years.

And...

'That guy... doesn't seem to have any flaws...'

Even if he wanted to find fault, there was nothing to pick on.

Appearance, skill, character.

He lacked nothing, and above all, his daughter truly loved him—so obviously that even others could see it.

How much did she love him? Enough to worry more about him than her father who had just returned from battle...

"Are you perhaps upset? Riel said she was more concerned about him than you yesterday."
"It's not that. I'm just being cautious because it's an important matter."

Of course, it would be a lie to say he wasn't hurt—he was quite disappointed.

But he understood it was inevitable.

'I was the same way...'

The Emperor himself cared more for his wife than his parents, so he couldn't fail to understand his daughter's feelings.

'Still... it hurts a bit...'

Since she was a daughter he cherished dearly, the feeling was stronger.

If it had been Leo or his other children, he probably wouldn't have felt this disappointed.

"By the way, when will we bring Leo back? I think we don't need to worry about Elly anymore."
"He'll manage fine on his own."
"Your reaction is so different from when it was Elly. He might feel hurt if he heard."

Of course, Leo wasn't the type to dwell on such things or take offense.

If anything, he would find it strange if the Emperor acted otherwise.

"Leo will do well on his own, that's the kind of person he is."
"Isn't Elly also capable of handling herself?"
"It's different."
"If you say so~ But more importantly, when will you pass on the Emperor's position?"

Officially, Princess Elizaveth would be invested as Crown Princess, and this news would soon be reported in the media.

Although the princess herself didn't know yet, the Emperor intended to inform her of this on this occasion.

"I'm still in my prime, you know?"
"You'll be fifty soon!"

Of course, fifty isn't particularly old.

Depending on one's magical power, some people live up to a thousand years.

But that's assuming one has an enormous amount of magical power at the level of an archmage and a body as robust as the Emperor's. In reality, the average human lifespan didn't exceed three digits.

"As I said before, I'll step down when Elly has the skills and mindset to shoulder this country."

The Emperor had no intention of staying in his position for long.

Since his father had passed on the throne early, making him Emperor at a young age, he didn't seem particularly attached to his position.

"Then you'll step down quite soon... in about five years?"
"Isn't that too soon?"
"It's hard to gauge because Elly is growing so fast."

Children certainly grow day by day, but in Princess Elizaveth's case, this was even more pronounced.

At the young age of 19, she already possessed skills at the level of a knight order executive and had a more mature mindset than most adults.

"That's too soon. I think Elly should be at least thirty..."
"We can think about that when the time comes. It looks like we've arrived."

While they were discussing various matters, they had already arrived at the academy where he and she would be.

A considerable number of people had already come out to welcome the Empress and Emperor.

The two alighted from the car amid their enthusiastic welcome.
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As the Empress stepped out of the car, she gazed at the magnificent building that made even their luxurious vehicle seem shabby by comparison.

Looking at the golden structure that appeared to be made of real gold—though she wasn't certain if it actually was—she remarked:

"The Academy... it's been quite a while."
"This place still looks as boring as ever."

The Emperor was also an alumnus of the Imperial Academy, but having despised studying, he didn't particularly have fond memories of the place.

Of course, that didn't mean he had no good memories at all.

"Brings back memories, doesn't it?"
"What does...?"

The Empress pointed toward the Academy's entrance and said:

"It seems like just yesterday when you were wandering around there because you'd lost your student ID."
"How long ago was that..."
"It's only been 30 years, hasn't it?"

Thirty years can be an eternity for some and merely a brief moment for others.

The two of them, belonging to different categories in this regard, were momentarily lost in reminiscing about the memories they shared.

So deeply absorbed were they that they failed to notice the two people they had come to see were already standing before them.

***

'What are they thinking about so intently...?'

The Emperor was staring at the Academy entrance as if entranced, ignoring both me and her who had come to greet him.

Emperor Reinhardt, being our senior, must have many memories of this Academy.

That's surely why he was gazing at the entrance with such intensity—it must be deeply connected to those memories.

However, we couldn't remain like this indefinitely.

"Um... excuse me? Your Imperial Majesty?"
"Huh...? Ah... I didn't realize you were already here."

The Emperor seemed to notice our presence only after I called out to him, and the same appeared true for the Empress.

The Empress greeted me warmly.

"Hello? It's been a long time. Have you been well?"
"Yes, I've been fine. I'm relieved to see Your Majesty in good health as well."
"I wasn't badly injured thanks to Albert. I'm glad to see you're doing well too."

As the Empress said, during that incident, I was the only one who got hurt while the Empress escaped without any significant injuries.

"You seem to be in better condition today than yesterday."
"Yes, thanks to you, I was able to sleep comfortably last night."
"I didn't do anything special... Anyway, let's continue our conversation inside."

This place certainly had too many eyes watching and ears listening.

It was definitely not an appropriate place for a private conversation.

So we entered the Academy.

The Emperor and Empress were escorted through the entrance by the administrators.

"The interior seems to have changed a bit."
"Of course it has. It's been so long."

There appeared to be quite a difference between how the Academy looked now and how it had been 30 years ago when they attended.

'Thirty years is enough time for mountains and rivers to change three times...'

It was inevitable that changes would occur over such a span of time.

After looking around at various Academy buildings, the Emperor asked me:

"Is the dueling arena still here?"
"Of course."

His mention of the dueling arena felt like a declaration for me to prepare myself mentally.

"You know why I came here today, right? You seem to know, but just in case."
"Yes, I'm aware."
"Yet you seem quite relaxed?"

'Relaxed' wasn't the right word for my current state.

I wasn't relaxed—I was simply confident in my abilities and looking forward to the challenge.

However, despite my confidence, I was anxious. Given who my opponent would be, I was uncertain whether I could display my full abilities.

"I'm not... relaxed. Rather, I'm quite nervous, I'd say? Though I suppose any student facing Your Imperial Majesty would appear relaxed by comparison."

Hearing my words, the Empress smiled and said to the Emperor:

"That's appropriate—neither too intimidated nor too overconfident. Quite different from you, isn't it?"
"I'm not overconfident about myself."

In the Emperor's case, it wasn't overconfidence but justified self-assurance born from skill.

The Empress interpreted his unwavering self-belief in any situation as "excessive confidence," but that might not be accurate.

Of course, the Empress could be right.

'The Empress probably knows better than I do...'

She might know something that I don't.

"I simply make the correct judgments."

Indeed, with the Emperor's level of skill, charging headfirst into any situation would likely be the right decision.

"But... are we doing this right now?"
"Isn't that why you warmed up before coming?"
"That's true."

Somehow, the Emperor knew I had already warmed up.

I couldn't help but be impressed.

"Don't be too surprised. I just made an educated guess."
"Even so, that's remarkable observation."
"I'll gladly accept such praise."

While conversing with the Emperor, we had already arrived at the dueling arena.

I took a deep breath to calm my excitement and followed the Emperor inside.

Upon entering the empty arena, the Emperor sighed.

"Is it always like this?"
"Yes."
"Yes."

The girl and I answered simultaneously, and the Emperor let out a deep sigh upon hearing our response.

During the survival competition to select party members, everyone had been training diligently, but as time passed, the number of dedicated students had dwindled.

Of course, those who were committed would train regardless of circumstances, but the truth was that such people were in the minority.

"Is it because times are too peaceful...?"
"That's not the issue."

The problem wasn't that the Kainis Empire was peaceful—it wasn't particularly peaceful to begin with.

The real issue was that the empire's youth lacked awareness of the current situation.

They seemed to lack a sense of urgency even now when war had actually broken out.

Thinking, 'Other strong people will protect us...'

"It's people's mindset that's the problem."

It could also be seen as 'a problem arising from having too strong a national defense.'

While it was true that there were many strong individuals, that didn't mean one could afford to slack off.

"The two alliances are nearly equal in power right now."

Even the power of each side's allied nations was roughly equivalent.

"Surely you don't think I'm on the same level as that Demon Lord?"
"Of course not. However, I don't think the difference is so great that we can dismiss the Imperial Executioners. And Babylon Kingdom has many strong individuals besides their Executioners."
"That's true. You should start acknowledging that."

The Empress affirmed my statement, and the Emperor didn't deny it either, suggesting he didn't disagree.

After a moment of contemplation, the Emperor spoke:

"You're right... That's why you all are important. You need to break that balance of power."

Given the circumstances, the Emperor was placing considerable expectations on our generation.

Especially on me and her.

"For demons, it takes considerable time for their youth to grow stronger..."
"But that's not the case for us."
"That's why the growth and future actions of your generation are crucial."

Humans grow faster than demons.

But they also die faster.

Among the empire's powerful figures, unlike the Emperor, Ray, Light, and Amelia, there were quite a few elderly individuals.

If those people were to pass away with the passage of time, the balance of power would tilt toward the other side.

And the next generation would need to restore that balance.

'If only we could restore it...'

But the Emperor wasn't just hoping for that.

He wanted the balance to shift in our favor, beyond mere equilibrium.

Of course, that wasn't impossible.

Our generation had more talented individuals compared to others.

However, that would only be possible if we had time to grow.

"And the actions of the current powerful figures are just as important."
"Don't worry about that. As long as I'm alive and well, things will be fine."
"Hearing Your Majesty say that is reassuring."

In my previous life, the Emperor passed away early, causing the balance of power to collapse, but this time, as he said, he would remain alive and well.

'I won't have to struggle like before...'

Those were certainly difficult times.

With the Emperor, the empire's foremost figure, gone, we had to somehow fill that void ourselves.

In the end, we barely managed to fill the gap, but filling it was just the beginning, not the end.

As I was taking comfort in this fact, the Emperor began:

"More importantly... there's something I'm curious about."

Something he was curious about.

The Emperor must have many questions for me, just as I have for him.

'Though they're probably different kinds of curiosity... anyway.'

I said to the Emperor:

"I'll answer anything I can."
"No, this isn't a question you can answer."
"Pardon?"

Before I could grasp the meaning of his words, the Emperor declared:

"Take up your weapon and step onto the arena."
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'He's really starting right away...'

After saying that, the Emperor immediately climbed onto the arena, and I followed him.

When I stepped onto the arena without any equipment, the Emperor looked puzzled.

"You're not planning to fight like that, are you?"
"Not exactly, but it's not much different."

I don't usually wear armor anyway, and since I summon my weapon with a skill, there wasn't anything particular I needed to bring.

Accessory-type items would be necessary, but I didn't have any prepared at the moment.

'Except for this.'

Looking at the ring that made me feel good every time I saw it, I summoned my sword.

-Woong!-

The chilling sensation that came as soon as the sword was summoned.

It was a feeling I always experienced, but I still hadn't gotten used to it.

Even the Emperor seemed quite taken aback by the appearance of the sword that changed the very atmosphere around us.

"Is that... your unique skill?"
"Yes."
"It's a sword that reminds me of the Heroes' weapons."
"It certainly is that kind of friend."

Of course, its performance falls short of the Heroes' weapons right now, but who knows what might happen in the future.

This sword's rank was merely S-, and it still had plenty of room to grow.

In contrast, the Heroes' weapons, unlike this sword, couldn't grow. Naturally, the Heroes' weapons were permanently fixed at the highest rank of SSS+.

'Of course, those items deserve that rank...'

Later, this sword would become a weapon that wouldn't lose to those weapons at all when compared.

"It's something with a promising future."
"How's its durability?"
"Not bad, all things considered."

The durability itself isn't particularly outstanding.

But since the material that makes up this sword is my Abyss, I could remake it anytime.

Moreover, that Abyss returns to me, regardless of distance.

"That doesn't seem sufficient?"
"You don't need to worry about the weapon. More importantly, are there any conditions for passing?"

At this rate, it seemed like we would start without knowing the rules.

"Basically, if you can land one hit on me, you pass."
"But... what benefit do I get if I pass?"

I roughly knew, but I wanted to ask anyway.

If I heard it from the Emperor himself, somehow...

'It would feel good...'

The Emperor opened his mouth, though he seemed reluctant to speak.

Seeing how he wasn't swayed by his personal feelings, I found him somewhat reliable.

"Do you know when royalty typically gets married?"
"Uh... usually early, right?"

The first marriages of royalty and nobility typically happened in their mid-twenties.

Of course, many got married as soon as they turned 20, but the average was around 25.

"That's right, they marry early. So they need to find someone to marry at a young age, right?"
"Yes, that's true."
"But do you know what happens when they can't find someone to marry? Or like now, when they want to make more countries into allies?"
"Political marriage... is it?"

The Emperor nodded and continued.

"That's what happens. But it's too pitiful, isn't it? Having to get engaged and married to a complete stranger... So we made a promise."
"What kind of promise?"
"That if she brings someone she wants to marry during her time at the academy, I'll let her marry that person. But on the condition that it's a man I approve of."

The condition of "a man I approve of" that the Emperor mentioned might seem easy at first glance, but in reality, it was anything but.

After all...

'He's such a doting father...'

Most people would never be able to gain his approval.

"If you gain my approval now, I'll permit your marriage to my daughter."
"And if I don't?"
"Naturally, you'll have to break up."

It was the very definition of high risk, high return.

The risk of failure was enormous, but the return for success was equally massive.

"But a student like you couldn't possibly land a hit on me, right?"
"That's true... I'd be lucky just to survive, let alone land a hit."

It was absolutely correct.

Of course, I wasn't an ordinary student, but it was still an impossible task.

"So I won't use any skills. Is that satisfactory?"
"That's enough."

In reality, it wasn't enough at all.

The gap in our abilities couldn't be narrowed just by him not using skills.

From the beginning, if the Emperor decided to, he could avoid getting hit by me, regardless of any conditions.

Whether he didn't use skills, didn't use one arm, or stood still—if he decided not to get hit, he wouldn't.

That's the extent of the difference in our abilities.

'This isn't about landing that hit to gain approval.'

It's just a prediction, but the probability is high.

What I need to answer in this trial isn't "how strong I am" but "how far I'm willing to go for her."

"Let's start right away."
"Full of confidence, aren't you?"
"Of course."

Activating [Mortal's End], I said to him as he took a ready stance.

"It would be better if you didn't think of me as just a student."

***

Excessive confidence invites disaster.

And those two on the arena are always full of confidence—to an extent that others might consider excessive.

However, in reality, disaster has never befallen either of them.

In Albert's case, he almost died trying to stop an assassin from Babylon Kingdom who was attempting to assassinate the Empress, but ultimately, he didn't die.

As for the Emperor, he had several near-death experiences challenging high-difficulty dungeons from a young age, but he always survived.

Both of them fearlessly dive into hardships, trusting their abilities—to a level where onlookers might think, "They're going to get themselves killed."

'But... they've always been fine...'

The two had many similarities.

As mentioned earlier, they're overflowing with confidence and enjoy adventures. They love fighting and pursue strength. And decisively, they work insanely hard.

These strengths combined to produce a result: an insane growth rate that defied their age.

The Emperor maintained that growth rate to this day, rising to the position of number one...

'Albert will soon be like that too, won't he?'

She predicted that the center of the next generation and the one to succeed the Emperor as number one would be Albert, not herself.

She had reached her current position due to training she had maintained for a long time, but Albert was different.

Albert had grown this much in just one year, from age 16 to 17, after flying in from the distant future with no difference from an ordinary person.

'Amazing...'

Albert had said that the reason he trained without rest and was willing to risk his life was because of her.

That fact itself made her incredibly happy.

She was delighted by the fact that she had someone like that.

And she liked Albert, loved the man who seemed like he would pluck the stars from the sky for her.

That's why she had brought him before her father like this.

'I want to be with him even after graduating from the academy...'

She wanted to spend her life with the one who loved her more than anyone else.

That's why she was praying now.

'Please...!'

She hoped that Albert would gain her father's approval, and that her father would understand his feelings.

She watched him face the trial, hoping for that outcome.

Despite his attacks not working and the Emperor's iron-like fists striking him, he still maintained a confident expression.

And she believed in him.

***

'This hurts like hell...'

The Emperor had been standing still in the center of the arena since earlier.

He easily blocked my attacks as I charged at him, and each time, he struck me with his fist.

The Emperor's punches felt different each time they landed, and they hurt like hell.

Of course, that doesn't mean I can give up.

So I picked up my sword once more and charged at him.

I swung my sword at him as he stood before me.

-Clang!-

'Is this even possible?'

He caught my sword with his hand too easily—more precisely, he blocked it with the edge of his hand.

The sharp blade touched his hand multiple times, but his hand remained clean without a single scratch.

The Emperor smiled and struck the sword with that clean hand.

-Thwack!!-

The Emperor's strength was monstrous enough to be called inhuman, and the sword flew out of my hand, falling to the arena floor.

-Clang!-

And he gave me a meaningful smile as I momentarily lost my sword.

'Wait... I should run...'

Unfortunately, before my thought could finish, his fist came into view, and it instantly flew to strike my abdomen.

-Thwack!!!-

I collapsed to the ground immediately after taking that blow.

The impact was so severe that I could barely control my body, feeling like my consciousness might fly away.

'I have to... get up... I have to get up.'

My body absolutely refused to move.

But even the body that seemed impossible to move became better after a little time passed.

Enduring the pain, I barely managed to stand up from the arena floor.

Then, I spoke to the Emperor, who was still smiling at me.

"Well... that was nothing."
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"You say it's nothing?"
"Yes, it's nothing, really."

It was just simple bravado.

Not meant to provoke you, but rather bravado to maintain his sanity.

He needed to convince himself that the fist was nothing—just an ordinary punch that didn't hurt at all—in order to endure.

'Otherwise... the situation would be too bleak...'

Maintaining a positive mindset was important.

Even if thinking that way didn't actually change the situation at all.

I dismissed the summoned sword that had left my hand and drew it again.

"I'm coming again..."

***

And so that bleak situation continued for a long time.

10 minutes... 30 minutes... and then for an hour, the situation persisted.

During that time, Albert continuously attempted attacks, changing his patterns and rushing at the Emperor without rest.

However, the Emperor blocked every attack with ridiculous ease, and not only that, he struck Albert with exactly one hit each time he charged in.

Of course, even a single blow from the Emperor would be powerful enough to endanger the life of an ordinary student.

And no matter how exceptional Albert might be, that power was difficult to withstand. In fact, since Albert had lower basic defense than ordinary children and lacked proper defensive skills, those attacks were even more devastating to him.

"You're enduring much better than I expected..."
"I don't know... what you thought of me, but it's troublesome if you overestimate me like this."
"The situation certainly warrants high praise."

As the Emperor said, Albert was enduring well despite the circumstances.

And he kept getting up no matter how many times he was knocked down, even now when his entire body was covered in bruises.

-Thud! Thwack!-

Albert looked at his blood-stained body and rose from the ground once more.

Then he raised his sword again.

"You're really persistent... Don't you realize you can't land a single hit on me?"
"Haa... haa... I know that."

Albert already knew.

In fact, he probably understood better than anyone that he lacked that level of skill.

Yet, ironically, he hadn't lost his confidence.

The Emperor wondered about this.

'Why does he go this far?'

The Emperor took in the sight of him continuing the trial despite being covered in bruises and blood.

That somewhat reckless but persistent and brave appearance made the Emperor contemplate many things.

And then he posed a question to Albert.

"Why are you going this far?"
"You already know the answer to that..."
"Then... let me make you a proposal."

Albert tilted his head upon hearing those words.

A proposal in this situation...

It was out of place in both the current situation and atmosphere, but he listened anyway.

He had no choice but to listen.

"If you give up now, I'll grant you the title of Duke along with one-tenth of Lucerne's territory. What do you think?"
"..."
"If that's not enough, I can also gift you treasures from the Michael Imperial Palace vault and high-quality female slaves. I promise this in the name of the Kainis Empire. Of course, this is if you give up on my daughter."

After hearing all this, Albert let out a scornful laugh.

That laughter echoed through the previously quiet arena, reaching the ears of the Emperor, the Empress, and her.

"What does that laugh mean?"
"It means stop talking nonsense."

At this statement, far more reckless than anything he had done so far, the Emperor, the Empress who was listening to the conversation, and even she herself were shocked.

"Title? Territory? If I were going to give up for such trivial things, I wouldn't be standing here in the first place. I wouldn't give up even if Your Imperial Majesty offered me this entire country."

Hearing his words, the Emperor burst into hearty laughter.

Then, with a bright smile, he said to him:

"You're certainly an interesting fellow. I like you."

The Emperor slowly walked toward the bewildered Albert.

He seemed surprised by the fact that the Emperor was moving for the first time, and even in that situation, he was still looking for the Emperor's weakness.

'His feet?'

Albert stared blankly at the spot he had never tried to attack before.

And as soon as the Emperor approached him, he gripped his sword tightly and...

-Thunk!!-

Albert's sword pierced through the Emperor's shoe and reached his foot.

Unfortunately, he couldn't tell what was most important—whether it had pierced the skin and drawn blood, whether he had landed a hit.

More precisely, he had no time to check.

"You really are... remarkable."

The Emperor, once again impressed by his insane dedication, kicked him with tremendous force.

With power incomparable to any of the attacks he had delivered until now.

-THUD!!!-

***

One hour before he lost consciousness.

Two people who looked so alike they could be siblings were searching for someone.

"Are they really at the dueling arena?"
"I'm telling you they are! They definitely went toward the arena. I'm absolutely certain."
"But going straight to the dueling arena right after meeting? Well... I guess for Father it makes sense... but still..."

Although Ellin spoke with confidence, Leo couldn't readily believe what he hadn't seen himself.

Ellin said to Leo:

"Just shut up and follow me. You talk too much for someone who didn't see it."
"What did you say?"
"Are you hard of hearing on top of being blind? I said shut up and follow me. I saw where they were going."

Leo muttered quietly at Ellin's remarkably confident attitude.

"Says the one who was late because she was sleeping..."
"What did you say?"
"Nothing... I didn't say anything..."

Ellin, trusting what she had seen, headed straight for the dueling arena, and Leo had no choice but to follow.

They quickly arrived at the arena, where they could hear the bright sound of metal and the familiar rough breathing of someone.

"See, they're here."
"You're right..."

They moved very slowly toward the source of the sound, trying not to be detected.

When they had almost reached it, they saw some familiar faces.

"Everyone's here..."

Albert's party members were quietly watching the trial from a blind spot where the two people in the arena couldn't notice them.

Rachel asked Ellin who had just arrived:

"Where have you been?"
"Um... I just got a bit delayed."

Rachel spoke to Leo, who was cautiously lingering behind Ellin:

"You come here too. Let's watch together."
"..."
"Your sister is really nice."

Ellin and Leo joined the group and watched the trial with them.

Chris, who had been watching the scene from the beginning, raised a question:

"But... why is he doing this?"

The answer came from Leo.

Leo pointed at Albert, who was struggling in the arena, and said:

"If he does well there, I think the Emperor might permit them to marry."
"What?! Really?!"
"Why are you so surprised? They've been dating for a while, so it makes sense. Father is probably testing that guy right now. To see if he's worthy of his daughter."
"..."

Rachel's expression darkened rapidly upon hearing those words.

Seeing Rachel's reaction, Leo shared one piece of good news:

"But if he fails there, they'll probably have to break up right away."
"Really...?"
"If they can't marry, they'll have to separate in the end."
"That's true..."

Encouraged by those words, Rachel carefully observed the duel again, hoping for Albert to fail.

Leo asked Rachel, who was visibly happy and sad at his every word:

"Do you like him?"
"What...?! It's not like that!"

Rachel's tone, voice, and face were completely transparent.

'She's really bad at lying.'

Leo sat down next to Rachel and said:

"Is that so? Well, that's fortunate then."
"Fortunate? Why?"
"The probability of him failing there is almost zero, practically nonexistent."
"Huh? Is it that easy to impress His Imperial Majesty?"
"What's easy about it... It's extremely difficult. I just think that guy will probably do well."

And looking at Albert now, one couldn't help but think that way.

Leo muttered as he watched him getting up again and again:

"He's really stubborn... Why does he go that far?"
"It means he loves her that much, enough to get up again after being beaten like that."
"You're quite the romantic..."

Though Leo spoke that way, he found Albert's determination interesting and even envied it.

'Could I ever go that far for someone?'

Leo shook his head.

'No way... Unless someone did that for me.'

Reina and Eve, who were also there, had similar thoughts to Leo's.

'I wish I had someone like that...'
'Could I ever love someone that much?'

The two of them envied both the princess who received such tremendous love from one person and Albert who could love someone so deeply.

But there were also people thinking differently.

"But... how strong is he really? I've never seen Albert so completely outmatched before."
"Seriously, we'd probably die if we took hits like that."

Eve sighed at Chris and Rachel who were having such thoughts while watching the scene.

"Sigh... Is that all you two can think about?"
"What else is there to feel?"
"Why are you two thinking so deeply about this? Maybe he just wanted to fight His Imperial Majesty and challenged him."

When Rachel said that, she—who had been watching the duel—approached their hiding place.

Then, facing the surprised group, particularly Rachel, she said in a deadly serious voice:

"That's not it at all."
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Watching Albert pushing himself too hard again today, she said to them.

"Just stand back and watch, as my boyfriend magnificently overcomes this trial."

In the end, after all that struggle, Albert barely managed to overcome the trial and even achieved the great feat of wounding the Emperor's body, though he was given some leeway.

Of course, he ultimately collapsed at the very end.

However, the spirit Albert showed throughout the process was enough to satisfy the prickly and demanding Emperor.

***

I opened my eyes in a space different from the dueling arena earlier, yet not unfamiliar at all.

Looking at the white ceiling that immediately came into view, I wondered.

'Is this... the infirmary? Why am I here... oh....'

Retracing my memories, I could automatically answer that question.

'I ended up collapsing after all...'

I had endured quite well, but at the end, I was kicked by the Emperor, and from that point on, I had no memory at all.

All I could remember was that I had stabbed my sword into his foot and that it hurt like hell.

'Still, I'm surprisingly alive..'

Even I was impressed by my cockroach-like survival instinct.

I tried to praise myself for tenaciously surviving through that trial as I attempted to get up.

However.

"Argh!"

The pain I felt in every corner of my body made it impossible to rise, and it was as if my body was screaming at me not to get up.

Warning me that I'd regret it if I tried to get up now.

"It didn't hurt this much when I was actually getting hit..."

It was a different kind of pain from when I was directly being hit.

If then it felt like being pounded with a huge hammer, now it felt like my entire body was being seared with fire.

The momentary pain was much greater back then, but this was harder to endure.

So I just lay still, waiting for someone to come.

After waiting for about 10 minutes, I heard someone's voice from the hallway.

"Just a moment, I'll be right back after checking on him."

'Oh... it's Noona.'

Along with that medicinal voice that made me forget even the pain, I heard the sound of the infirmary door opening.

-Creak!-

Still lying down, I looked at her as she entered the infirmary.

She approached me with a bright smile.

"How are you feeling? Are you okay?"
"Not really, but seeing your face makes me feel a bit better."

Of course, as she came near me, [Absolute Loyalty] activated, raising my stats and making the pain somewhat less intense, but seeing her face also brought psychological comfort.

She burst into laughter at my words and continued.

"What's that supposed to mean? You're really incorrigible."
"Where are Their Majesties the Emperor and Empress?"
"They're both reading books in the library."

Since both of them were in the library, the person she was talking to earlier must have been one of our party members.

And more than that, I found the phrase "both of them" a bit surprising.

"His Majesty too?"
"Yes, Father secretly enjoys books too. More importantly, can you get up? Mother said she has something to tell you."
"Uh... that's a bit difficult."

In truth, it wasn't just difficult—I couldn't move even a tiny bit.

My condition was improving rapidly, but it would take some time before my body recovered enough to move normally.

"Then I'll ask if she can speak to you here. It should be fine."
"Yes, I'll be waiting."

After I said that, she left the infirmary, and soon her place was filled by people who weren't exactly welcome.

The people who entered the infirmary in her place were Elin, Chris, and Leo.

Among them, Chris asked me in an annoying voice as I lay there powerlessly.

"Does it hurt?"
"Of course it hurts... how could it not?"
"But you endured really well? How did you manage with such low defense?"
"You just do it, that's how."

Since I endured purely through mental strength, it didn't really have much to do with defense, and they adjusted well from their side to keep me from collapsing, so I just needed to stay focused.

Of course, that didn't mean enduring for an hour was easy.

"Your condition... looks pretty bad just by looking at you."
"If you know that, could you stop making me talk?"
"Alright, alright. I'm leaving soon anyway."
"You need to leave, senior."
"I know that..."

For some reason, Chris was acting submissive toward Elin.

And Leo was looking at me with that expressionless face he always wore.

"Congratulations."
"What's this? You're actually saying something like that?"
"It's just something I said, don't read too much into it."
"Right... I'm sure..."

I thought something might have happened to change him a bit, but apparently not.

Looking at Leo, who was still the same as ever, I thought.

'He's more like Noona's twin... both in appearance and personality...'

The two of them were still strangely similar.

From their looks to their abilities and even their personalities, they were really cut from the same cloth.

"Your personality is just... hopeless."
"You're one to talk."
"But when are you guys leaving anyway?"

Chris had already left the infirmary, but these guys were still hanging around making noise.

I didn't particularly mind them being here, but the problem was that those people would be coming soon.

"Me? I was told I need to be here too."
"There's no particular reason for us to leave."
"Could you stop saying 'us'? It makes me uncomfortable."
"You get bothered by the strangest things..."

As I watched them bickering again, time passed quickly.

The content and level of their conversation was perfect for when you wanted to waste time.

'Why do they fight like this...? Is there something I don't know?'

They had been arguing for quite a while, but somehow they seemed to get along well.

The saying about becoming closer through fighting seemed to apply perfectly to these two.

Not long after they started squabbling...

-Click! Click!-

The sound of footsteps echoed from the hallway.

Given that [Absolute Loyalty] had activated, the owner of those footsteps was clearly her, and I could also feel the Emperor's powerful presence.

Following those footsteps, I heard the infirmary door swing open wide.

We immediately bowed our heads to greet them as they entered the infirmary.

"Hello."
"Hello!"

The Emperor spoke to Elin, who was greeting him.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Yes, I've been doing great!"

I wasn't sure why, but Elin's tension seemed to rise as soon as she saw the Emperor and Empress.

The Emperor left Elin be and asked me as I lay in bed.

"Are you feeling alright?"
"Well, more or less... actually no, I'm still in a lot of pain."
"I'm sorry about that... I got too excited at the end."
"So... does that mean I passed...?"

In truth, whether I passed was more important to me than the condition of my body.

Of course, judging by her tone and manner of speaking earlier, it seemed I had passed.

Still, I couldn't help feeling anxious until I heard it directly.

The Emperor looked at his daughter, who was smiling contentedly, and said to me.

"I suppose you could say that... But of course! Don't get too cocky just because I've acknowledged you now."
"Of course not, I'll continue to work hard, Father."

When I called him Father, the Empress smiled and covered her mouth with her hand, while she just stared at me with a blank expression.

"Don't call me Father yet."
"'Yet,' huh... I understand, Your Majesty."
"And though you probably already know this, those bastards might invade again around the end of the second semester, so take care of your body and don't neglect your training."

She answered for me to that.

"You don't need to worry about that. Albert has a war-loving constitution just like Father."
"He certainly looks the part..."
"Yes, he loves it to a concerning degree."

If she would say something like that... she must have been quite worried about me usually.

'I don't push myself that hard, do I?'

Still, it seemed I needed to reflect on my usual behavior.

If I truly hadn't been pushing myself, she wouldn't have worried...

"And Ally, I have something to tell you."
"Something to tell me?"
"Yes."

The Emperor looked into his daughter's eyes, which were like stars in the night sky, and continued.

"We've thought about this a lot... and indeed, you're the right person to shoulder this country. Among my children... no, even if I searched every corner of this country, there wouldn't be anyone with a capacity as broad as yours."
"That's too much praise for me..."
"No? You're the only one who can bear the increasingly heavy weight of the crown. So we've decided to appoint you as the Crown Princess who will become the next generation's Emperor."

In a way... no.

It was an obvious outcome from any perspective, and she also showed a calm reaction as if she had anticipated this.

"But you don't need to worry too much. The day you actually ascend to the throne is still far in the future."
"Yes, I'm still lacking in many ways, but I'll work hard to become someone worthy of the position of Emperor."
"That's a good attitude."

At least this time, there was plenty of time.

Unlike before, she wouldn't have to become Emperor without mental preparation, and she wouldn't have to bear the weight of the crown alone.

'I'll help carry it with her.'
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She was always alone.

Though she was the reliable Empress everyone depended on, paradoxically, she had no one to depend on herself.

To be precise, she never opened her heart to anyone.

That would be the more accurate way to put it, but anyway...

The Empress was always alone.

Her heart, frozen like her abilities, showed no signs of thawing and only grew harder as time passed.

'Was she always like this?'

Of course not.

She definitely had times when she was gentle and warm. When I first met her, and even "the current her" was like that.

But those times didn't last long.

It wasn't as if she changed overnight due to some incident.

It took a very long time for her to become that way.

The warm woman who had gifted me with infinite possibilities gradually grew colder until one day...

She froze completely, like ice.

Yet even that thoroughly frozen ice had moments when it melted.

'What did she say back then...? I'm sure...'

***

In the quiet morning at the Imperial Palace, just like any other day, a young man was swinging his sword in the training grounds.

His swordsmanship, showing considerable expertise and clearly not that of a novice, was enough to draw the attention of other swordsmen.

Unfortunately, there was only one person watching his swordplay in the training grounds.

"You're at it again today, Lord Albert."

The young man answered his sovereign.

"I can't afford to rest."
"Didn't you just return yesterday? I think you could rest a little..."

The young man had just completed a special mission and returned to the palace yesterday.

Moreover, he had eliminated a massive number of monsters that ordinary hunters couldn't even dream of facing, so his physical exhaustion must have been extreme.

Yet even in such a condition, he didn't neglect his training.

"I'm just following what Your Majesty taught me, and it's not difficult enough to skip training."
"Is that so? Then I'm glad."
"But did something happen while I was away? You look quite troubled."

Unlike usual, her complexion was dark, and her tone and voice were subdued.

"I suppose I'm just not feeling my best today..."
"Is it alright for you to be here then?"
"I'm fine. My condition isn't bad enough to take time off to rest."

But to the young man's eyes, she looked unwell enough that she should take time to rest.

"But... still... you should rest a bit..."
"Indeed... Lord Albert is kind. If everyone in this world were like Lord Albert, it would be so nice..."
"What? What do you mean..."
"Why do you stay by my side, Lord Albert? With your skills, you could lead any major party..."

Whatever the issue was, she was clearly dejected, and the young man felt sorry seeing her like this.

"I'm here because Your Majesty came to me first."
"You could leave anytime..."
"I will stay here until either I die or Your Majesty dies."

Her eyes trembled violently at those words, and even her eyelids reddened.

She immediately turned around, not wanting to show him such a vulnerable side of herself.

"Having someone like Lord Albert makes me keep expecting things..."
"Please don't expect too much. Greater expectations lead to greater disappointments."
"That's true... I shouldn't expect too much... I should go now. I have mountains of work to handle..."

With those final words, she disappeared from the training grounds, and the young man stared blankly at the traces she left behind.

"Were those... tears?"

***

Back then, she was tired of people.

She must have been sick and tired of those who saw her only as a means to gain money and power.

In a way, her growing cold was inevitable.

To endure among such cold people, she had no choice but to become cold herself.

'I should have done better...'

I should have shared my warmth with her, like that time when I briefly melted her ice.

But I couldn't do that.

Maybe I didn't notice her condition, or perhaps I didn't have any warmth to share.

However, none of that matters now.

'I'll do better from now on.'

Unlike before, when everything was clumsy and unfamiliar.

Unlike before, when I barely had enough warmth for myself, this time I had plenty to spare.

Enough to warm her up, enough to help carry her crown.

So much that it would overflow.

While I was psychologically stable to that extent, this time I lacked in another area.

'That damn bastard...'

In reality, the first battle with the Babylon Kingdom happened much earlier than originally planned.

And at the end of this year, an even bigger battle is scheduled.

As I was worrying about all these things, the Empress spoke to me.

"What are you so worried about, Albert?"
"Huh?"
"Your expression is like 'Oh... what should I do?'"
"Ah... well..."
"Are you thinking about the war?"

When I nodded, the Empress smiled and said:

"At your age, you're already worrying about such things? He just told you not to worry about that while he's alive."
"You're right..."

As the Empress said, I was worrying unnecessarily.

It wasn't just me who was different from before.

This wasn't the incompetent Emperor who couldn't participate in battle due to the mental illness caused by the Empress's death.

"I was getting ahead of myself..."
"That's fine. In Albert's case, it can't be helped, right?"
"You'll end up joining that battle anyway, even while saying that."

As Elin said, I do need to participate in that battle.

Of course...

"That's obvious. You have to join too."
"Just me?"
"No? All of our party members."
"Why? Why go to such a dangerous place?"
"Didn't you learn anything from this incident?"

At my words, Leo seemed more flustered than Elin, who was the one directly involved.

Seeing that reaction, it seemed Leo was the one who had learned something from this incident, not Elin.

"Learn something...? That demon folk are terrifyingly strong?"

Both she and the Empress burst into laughter at Elin's words, while I let out a deep sigh.

"Sigh..."
"What! Then what is it?!"
"That you're still lacking, and that you've grown through real combat experience. Didn't you feel that?"
"Ah... I guess so..."
"You're hopeless. Come out by 9 tomorrow. We're going to clear a B-rank Superior dungeon."
"Eh? No! What are you—"
"That's an order from your sub-party leader."

This guy needed to deeply realize his own shortcomings.

"But... I can't even clear B-rank Intermediate..."
"That's why we're going."
"Ah~ So you'll help me?"
"Yeah... sure, I'll help."

Of course, I had no intention of helping unless he was on the verge of death.

It might seem harsh, but that's how skills improve quickly.

And that's how one realizes their own inadequacies.

"Isn't it fun?"
"It's certainly never boring with these siblings. Were they always like this?"
"Yes, always like this."

The Empress looked me straight in the eyes and said:

"Knowing your shortcomings is important, but knowing your own worth is also important."
"Of course. But the problem is that he knows it too well."

The Empress's words were absolutely right, but even that can be excessive.

In the end, those two aspects need to be well-balanced.

"But... can't we lower it to Intermediate? I almost died last time I went to Superior..."
"I said I'll go with you, didn't I?"
"I'll go with you too."
"Really?! For real?!"
"Yes, of course."

Elin was overjoyed at the fact that she would also enter the dungeon with him.

'That's not really something to be happy about...'

In fact, the original model for this Spartan-style education I was conducting with my party members was her.

Recently she's been a bit more lenient, making me seem harsher, but I'm just following her method.

She looked at me and winked with just her right eye.

"This will be fun."

I felt sorry for Elin, who didn't understand the meaning of that wink.

And seeing him so happy without knowing what would happen tomorrow made me feel guilty.

Leo, unlike Elin, seemed to understand the meaning of that wink and said to Elin:

"Good luck."

Then he left the infirmary.

"What does that mean?"
"Why are you asking me? It probably means 'finals are coming up, so study hard.'"
"Would he say something like that to me?"
"He might..."

And I don't know if it was just my feeling, but Leo seemed to give Elin special treatment.

'Is it some kind of rivalry? But he can't win...'

No matter how hard he's been training lately, Elin was still Elin.

Maybe later, but right now he definitely can't win.

Elin seemed to be thinking the same thing, and the Empress said to him:

"Are you close with Leo? You two seemed a bit friendly earlier."
"Well... not particularly..."
"Really? That's a shame... Still, try to get along with him."

The Empress was treating Leo like her own child, even though he wasn't.

She definitely had many similarities with her.

'They're really identical.'

If she maintained that warmth as she grew up, she would likely become like the current Empress.

The Empress, noticing that quite some time had passed, was preparing to leave the infirmary.

"Well, I should get going now. He'll get bored if I leave him alone."
"Rest well, and text me if you can't get up tomorrow."

The two of them left the infirmary, leaving only me and her.

I spoke to her, who seemed a bit awkward:

"It's just the two of us now, isn't it?"
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"Yeah... it feels like it's been a long time."

Since I'd been spending most of my time with all our party members lately, being alone with just the two of us felt quite unfamiliar.

"Now that you mention it, you're right."

Given our circumstances, we hadn't been able to go on a proper date.

"But now that things have settled down a bit, don't you think we'll have more chances to be alone together?"
"That would be nice."
"And now we've gained recognition too."

Her expression looked incredibly relaxed as she said those words.

And seeing her like that made me feel at ease as well.

We had crossed a mountain that had to be overcome—an enormously huge mountain at that—so it was only natural to feel psychologically stable.

"I finally feel some relief."

As I chatted with her, it finally sank in that we had truly crossed that mountain.

What made it even more rewarding was that it wasn't just one mountain we had overcome.

"You can't relax just yet. The final exams are coming up soon, you know?"
"Ah..."

The reality she forced me to face was crueler than I'd thought.

"Finals already... It doesn't feel like I've done much, but time sure flies..."

It seemed like just yesterday that I'd enrolled in the Academy, but the first semester was already coming to an end.

"You've done plenty, especially you, Albert. But time does fly quickly. Maybe it feels that way because we've had so many significant events."
"We have had a lot going on..."

But at that moment, only one thing came to mind.

'All I can think about is confessing to her...'

Perhaps because that memory had such a strong impact, I couldn't really recall other memories clearly.

They were just vague recollections like "Oh, that happened too," but I couldn't remember the details vividly.

"And there will be more to come."

I wanted to create more good memories with her in the future.

'But what is she planning to do during the break...?'

It seemed I wasn't the only one with that curiosity, as she asked me about it first.

"By the way... what are you planning to do during the break, Albert?"
"Hmm... I don't think it'll be much different from now. If anything, I'll just have more time for training."

If Aelin or Riel heard this, they'd call me crazy, but I thought this was normal.

To me, vacation wasn't a time for rest but a time to train on my own.

Of course, most students considered breaks as simply time off.

That's why if you worked hard during the break, you could grow much faster than others.

'It's not good if only I improve...'

It seemed necessary to take some measures to ensure everyone trained hard during that period.

Not necessarily all the Academy students, but at least our party members should.

"Then, would you like to go somewhere with me during the break?"
"During the break?"
"Yes, I need to go somewhere during the break... and if I'm going, I'd like to go with you, Albert."

The fact that she was bringing this up in advance suggested it was quite a distant journey.

I didn't know where she was going, but I wanted to follow her.

'Traveling together...'

It wouldn't be just the two of us, of course, but I was still happy about it.

"But... where are we going and why?"
"You know how the Babylon Kingdom has recently expanded its alliance, right?"
"Yes, I heard there were quite a few beast-folk on their main force in the recent battle."

Rumors had spread that the Babylon Kingdom had formed an alliance with Shandria, the nation of beast-folk, following their alliance with Setharin, the nation of insect-folk.

And this recent incident had confirmed those rumors.

"But that country is quite strong, isn't it? They have a sizable population, and their race is inherently powerful like the demon folk."
"That's right."

Though not as strong as the celestial race, they were certainly a dangerous species.

Insect-folk, being fundamentally insects, were vulnerable to fire-attribute attacks, making them easier to deal with, but beast-folk needed to be overwhelmed with pure firepower.

The one saving grace was that beast-folk had low magical defense.

"So we're also trying to expand our alliance."
"Is our destination the Persian Kingdom, then?"
"Yes, that's right."

We definitely needed the elves' help.

To effectively counter the beast-folk, it made sense to seek assistance from elves who specialized in magic.

"The Persian Kingdom..."
"What's wrong? Do you have bad memories of it?"
"Ah... no, that's not it."

The mention of elves reminded me of what happened during the midterm exams.

'I wonder how she's doing?'

The image of that tomboy princess lingered in my mind.

"What are you thinking about so intently?"
"Just recalling some old memories."
"How did it go back then?"
"We successfully formed an alliance, though it's happening earlier this time around."

Since the war had been moved up, all war-related matters naturally had to be accelerated as well.

"That's good to hear. I was worried because I've heard elves can be quite stubborn... but that's probably just a stereotype, right?"
"Well... it really depends on the individual. There are elves who aren't like that... but it's true that many elves are stubborn."

The reputation of elves being stubborn didn't come from nowhere.

Whether it was because they lived long lives or because they lived in remote areas, there were quite a few who had inflexible and frustrating personalities.

"But their skills are top-notch. When it comes to magic, we're no match for them."
"Even our country's great mages?"
"Well... they have an overwhelming advantage in numbers."

And in terms of skill, the Persian Kingdom was superior.

The difference started with the basic fact that their entire population could use magic.

"And we have more warriors than mages."
"The Persian Kingdom has warriors too, right?"
"Yes, usually in the form of magic swordsmen or magic archers. And there are almost no elves who fight without weapons."

Since elves had a different quality of mana than humans, their magic was incredibly powerful when channeled through weapons.

"They're physically weaker than us without weapons."

Elves had low base stats except for mana.

Unlike demons and humans, whose stat distribution varied by individual, elves always had their stats distributed with a focus on mana.

"Elves kind of remind me of you—extremely high mana but lower other stats."
"I'll have you know my agility is somewhat high... a little..."

She seemed embarrassed to be bringing up her agility in front of me.

"It might not compare to yours, Albert, but it's about average."
"Average, huh... is that true?"
"It really is!"
"Okay..."

Considering how efficiently she used [Haste], there might be some truth to her claim.

In reality, she didn't really need other stats.

Strength was unnecessary, and defensive stats or skills were adequately covered by her ice wall.

Agility was the only remaining stat that was somewhat useful and not completely worthless.

"You're the same, Albert. Apart from strength and agility, all your other stats are low."
"True. I wonder why we're like this?"
"But isn't that a good thing?"

As she said, our current stat distribution was optimal.

And not just for us—it was generally better to have stats concentrated in specific areas.

If your strengths could overwhelm your weaknesses, it didn't matter how many weaknesses you had.

"It is good, I was just curious."

I said this as I tried to get up.

She was alarmed when she saw me slowly rising.

"W-wait! You shouldn't be moving yet..."
"It's surprisingly okay."

There was still some pain, but it was bearable.

"Doesn't it hurt?"
"It does, but I can handle it."
"I've been wondering... what kind of body do you have?"
"It's all thanks to [Regeneration]."
"You have [Regeneration]?!"

She was surprised to learn that I had the passive skill [Regeneration].

"I came to this time period with the skills I originally had."
"Ah... that makes sense then."
"Besides, [Regeneration] isn't that rare of a skill, is it?"

It was a common skill that anyone could acquire if they met the conditions.

"What? It's definitely rare. It's known as the exclusive domain of battle maniacs."
"Is it that special?"
"Yes, it is."

I had no reason to know about the skills of ordinary hunters, and the only status screens I'd seen were records of great figures, so I wasn't aware that [Regeneration] was considered that rare.

"Does the Emperor have it?"
"I would assume so."
"You sound so disinterested."
"I've heard enough about Father's stats and skills to last a lifetime."
"From whom?"
"From him personally..."

I couldn't help but laugh.

'I see...'

Imagining the Emperor explaining his own strength to her made me feel quite sorry for her.

"I'm glad Albert doesn't do that."

The thought of boasting about my stats or skills to someone had never even crossed my mind.

"I could if you want me to."
"No? That's okay..."

Judging by her expression, I definitely shouldn't do that.

She looked like she wouldn't let me off easy if I did, which made me want to try it, but I held back.

"I won't..."
"Good choice."

Just as her expression softened, my phone suddenly rang.

-Ding!-

I immediately took out my phone to check the source of the sound.

"Who is it?"
"It's Aelin. Looks like she's at the library right now."

The message read:

-Hey, you don't have plans for the break, right? His Majesty the Emperor is visiting the Persian Kingdom to establish a military alliance, and Her Majesty the Empress wants to take us along. You're okay with that, right?-

I showed the message to her as well.

"I was going to ask you about it, but I guess I don't need to now."
"So who all is going?"
"Their Majesties, me, Albert, Aelin, and about two Special Forces members who don't have missions. Also, Lady Amelia and the Saint will come along since we need someone to guide us there. A little over ten people in total."

It was an impressive lineup that left me speechless.

"Is it... really okay for us to join?"
"Of course. If Albert isn't qualified to join, then neither am I."

Excluding us, it was a combination that even Bael would be intimidated by.

"Anyone watching would think we're going to hunt a Demon Lord or something..."
"It certainly seems that way."

With this development, I couldn't help but look forward to the break.

Initially, I was just happy about traveling with her, but now I was excited about the prospect of seeing all these members in person.

"Looks like the break will be busy too."
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The week that felt like a month finally ended, and the exam period was right around the corner.

Of course, I don't particularly study during exam periods, but whenever this time comes, I get a peculiar feeling.

And looking at the scene unfolding before me now, that feeling became even more peculiar.

"Seeing you guys like this makes me feel like I should be studying too..."
"Then just study, you jerk."
"That's a bit much..."

I already knew all the content, and it was so easy that it felt pointless to study it again.

And I wasn't the only one who thought that way.

"Right? Studying this again feels like a waste of time."
"You heard her?"

Since it was her opinion, of all people, Chris couldn't offer any rebuttal.

Chris let out a hollow laugh of disbelief and turned his eyes back to the textbook.

"But is it okay for Albert not to study? To become a Special Forces soldier, you need good grades... Ah, I guess someone like Albert would be fine anyway."
"Um... I'm also at the top of the class in written exams."
"Just like me then, getting first place without studying."

Just as there are students like Elin who stay in A-class despite poor written scores because of their high practical and combat grades, written exams don't account for that much of the total score.

So it wouldn't matter much if I neglected the written portion, but of course, it's better to take care of it if possible.

That's why they were studying so diligently.

And among those studying hard, Elin, who was working the hardest, spoke to me and her.

"Sis, I hate to say this, but... you're really annoying. And you too."
"Just hurry up and study, Grade 4 nobody."
"Hey... are you looking down on me for being Grade 4?"
"Ranking around 600th out of 1,500 students is pretty dismissible."
"..."

Nevertheless, Elin studied hard both normally and during exam periods.

Yet despite all that effort, she remained stuck at Grade 4.

'Poor thing...'

But I had absolutely no intention of helping her.

Of course, others felt the same way.

"Hey, if you could just help me a little..."
"No."
"You're really cutting me off like that?"
"It's mostly memorization anyway... just put it in your head."
"Easier said than done."
"Well, that's what I did."

For humanities, I naturally became knowledgeable because I was interested in the subject and kept reading related books. As for magic and skill-related knowledge, I mastered the theory because I kept studying with the thought, 'I want to use magic too.'

Of course, that was just theory. Despite my efforts, I couldn't use magic of any element due to my complete lack of talent.

People often say "magic is talent," but the gap seemed too extreme.

'I wish I had magical talent like that person...'

Just as I was thinking that, that magically talented person asked me:

"By the way, Albert, have you ever thought about learning magic?"
"Ah... I gave up on that long ago."
"Oh... I'm sorry."

She realized the meaning behind my words and apologized to me.

"It's okay."
"That's good. Besides, you shouldn't have talent in magic to begin with."
"What kind of logic is that?"
"If you did, what would be left for everyone else?"

The reason I tried to learn magic wasn't to become a mage, but to compensate for the lack of defense in my fighting style, so the fact that I had no talent for magic wasn't that significant.

Still, given the time I'd invested, it was quite disappointing.

"So I have no talent... I can't use elemental magic, or even non-elemental magic."

From the beginning, I couldn't sense any elemental energy in my mana, so using elemental magic was out of the question.

"But I'm the same way."
"Me too..."

It was somewhat comforting that there were others like Chris and Reina who sympathized with me and also lacked talent in magic.

"We'll just have to use [Reinforcement] and [Haste] with our excess mana."
"Isn't that actually better? [Haste] is better than [Acceleration Magic], right?"
"That's true... but it's so ugly..."

Reina's attempt to rationalize by comparing skills was truly pitiful.

Chris couldn't hold back his laughter at the sight.

"Is it funny? Is it?"
"It's... amusing."
"You're in the same boat as me..."
"I'm a priest, so I'm a bit different from you. I have holy power."

Abandoned by her friend, Reina looked at me with a dejected expression.

As if saying, 'I've been abandoned... comfort me...'

But then...

"Albert's different from you too, right? He has that thing, you know, that thing that goes swoosh! from his sword."
"That's true, he is different."
"You too..."

Seeing Reina's expression as if she'd lost her country made me feel guilty, but that was all, and for some reason, I couldn't help but laugh.

"You're really trash."
"You're the one who bailed first."
"I didn't break it down like that."

Hearing our conversation, Reina spoke with a slightly tearful voice.

"Both of you... are mean..."
"Hey, are you actually crying?"
"No, I'm not!?"

I said to Chris, who was teasing Reina with an expression so annoying I wanted to hit him.

"She can cry if she wants to. What's wrong with that?"
"No! I'm not crying!?"
"Crying isn't something to be ashamed of. It's okay to cry."

She and Elin watched with disgruntled expressions as we teased Reina.

Then they conversed in voices too quiet for us to hear.

"They really get along well..."
"He doesn't act like that with you, right?"
"Of course not."
"That's a relief. He acts like that with me though. So annoying..."
"Is that so? Sometimes I wish he would act that way with me too."
"What? What? Is that right?"

She and Elin were whispering to each other while looking at me.

'What are they talking about?'

I didn't know what they were discussing, but judging from Elin's expression, it didn't seem to be anything good.

I caught Elin, who was about to return to the dormitory after finishing her studies for the day, and asked her.

"What were you two talking about earlier?"
"You don't need to know."

Her response only made me more curious about what they had discussed.

"Nothing special. I was just complaining about how annoying you are."
"Oh... really?"
"If you're curious, ask her yourself. You're her boyfriend, after all."

From her reaction, it seemed she wouldn't tell me no matter what.

Feeling it would be a waste of time to ask further, I just saw Elin off.

"Alright... take care. Study more when you get back to the dorm."
"Hey, you want to die?"
"Try to kill me then."
"Ugh... so childish."

With those words, I returned to the library.

Everyone seemed to have finished their tasks and was packing up.

'Everyone's leaving. Should I go too? But I haven't done much...'

It felt a bit unsatisfying to return to the dormitory like this.

It was only 6:30 PM, and I was still in good condition.

Ending the day in this situation felt like a waste of time.

'I shouldn't rest here.'

That thought kept circling in my mind, and as if possessed, my body headed toward the dungeon practice room.

When I entered, the supervising teacher greeted me warmly as usual.

"You're a bit late today?"
"It's exam period, though I didn't actually study."
"What's that about... B-Advanced again today?"
"Yes, please."

Originally, Intermediate was just right for me, but now Intermediate is too easy, and Supreme is impossible to clear alone.

So these days, when I'm alone, I only clear B-Advanced.

Before entering the dungeon, I put on the bracelet lent by the academy and did some warm-up exercises.

"Numbers 13 and 15."

I headed to the rooms with the numbers the teacher gave me, and when I opened the door, I saw a building with the usual eerie and dark atmosphere.

There seemed to be something hypnotic about that gloomy atmosphere, and I immediately entered the dungeon.

As I entered, my status window reacted.

[You have entered the dungeon.]

That message never got old, even after seeing it hundreds of thousands of times.

Whether it was the first time I entered a dungeon with a pounding heart or now, seeing that message still made my heart race with excitement.

But that excitement was short-lived as an unidentifiable stench assaulted my nose.

It smelled like corpses, or perhaps insects.

And soon after, the masters of this dungeon revealed themselves.

Monsters shaped like mosquitoes, though their size was far too large to be called mosquitoes.

"Skittle."

I spoke the name of these monsters as I drew my sword.

The mosquitoes seemed frightened by my sword and just watched me cautiously.

Still, they had some pride, as they didn't flee but merely observed.

"I wish I could use fire element magic."

If the opponent wouldn't come to me, I had no choice but to go to them.

I activated another of my unique skills and charged toward the swarm of mosquitoes.

Those supposedly formidable mosquitoes tried to counterattack despite my intimidating presence, but...

"You're too weak for all that posturing."

-Slash! Crack!-

The mosquitoes lost their lives immediately after just two bare-handed hits, or one slash with my sword.

'Were they always this weak?'

Even for B-Advanced, they seemed too weak.

In my experience, there was only one explanation for this.

'Don't tell me... these just hatched?'

Despite their mosquito-like appearance, Skittles lay eggs only once a year.

However, when they do lay eggs, they produce 70,000 to 100,000 eggs over the course of a month.

'Of all times...'

No sooner had I realized this than I began to see countless mosquitoes flying toward me from the distance.

"Ah... is this for real? Well, at least I'll gain some levels..."

Whether fortunate or unfortunate, a difficult path was confirmed.

I looked at my sword shrouded in darkness and asked:

"Can you eat all of those?"
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The abyss that had been swirling around my sword seemed to lack confidence this time, temporarily hiding its presence.

"I guess I have no choice..."

It would have been nice if I could have dealt with everything using just the abyss, but judging by this kid's reaction, that didn't seem possible.

Besides, it was actually a good opportunity since I shouldn't rely too much on it anyway.

"Still, this is annoying... At times like this, I wish Rachel were here... or even Elin..."

Feeling the absence of my companions deeply, I began to meticulously take down the monsters one by one.

About five minutes later.

From behind me, in the direction of the dungeon entrance, I sensed a fiery, intense magical power.

And it was on an enormously massive scale.

'What... is that? Could it be...'

I looked toward the source of the magical power, recalling the person I had just mentioned in my muttering.

There stood Rachel, with a bright smile, holding an enormous sun with her small staff.

Rachel asked me with a pleased expression.

"Were you looking for me?"
"Well... I guess I was..."

She must have been watching me deal with these monsters from outside the dungeon; there was no other possibility.

And along with that realization, several questions popped into my mind.

'But... why was she watching? And how did she know I was here?'

***

Just before Albert entered the dungeon, Rachel and Eve were preparing to return to the dormitory.

"We had a productive day, right?"
"If I fail this exam too, I might really... cry."
"You'll be fine, probably..."

Rachel comforted the gloomy Eve.

Before leaving the library, she looked around to see if anyone was still there.

"Are all the others gone already?"
"Seems like it. They left early, but I hope they do well."
"Especially that guy..."
"Who? Albert?"

Rachel nodded at Eve's question.

"Come to think of it, did Albert leave already too? I wouldn't expect that from him, unlike the others."
"That's true. Today he'd probably be saying 'I haven't done enough today' and heading to the training grounds or dungeon practice room."

Eve was impressed by Rachel's spot-on impression and agreed.

"If I had to guess, he's definitely there."
"Want to go check? We don't have anything else to do anyway."
"Too much effort... I'm just going back. If you want to go, go by yourself..."

Judging by her expression, she wasn't going to come along no matter how much Rachel asked.

So Rachel left Eve, who wanted to rest in the dormitory, and headed to the training grounds to look for him.

"I have a feeling... he won't be there..."

Rachel entered the training grounds with that worry in mind.

As she thought, Albert wasn't there, but instead, she saw other familiar faces.

They weren't party members, but they were quite familiar.

"What are you two doing here?"

Raicle and Leo, who had been facing each other, turned their attention to Rachel who had suddenly appeared.

They both had wounds all over their bodies as if they'd just had a match. Leo was holding a golden spear, and Raicle had activated both of his unique skills.

In that situation, Leo was the first to drop his combat stance.

"Let's stop here."
"So I win today?"

Leo clicked his tongue at those words and immediately left the training grounds.

Of course, he completely ignored Rachel as he passed.

"Hey... what were you two doing?"
"Can't you tell by looking? The same thing you guys always do."
"Oh~ So you finally realized you're lacking?"
"You could say that."

Raicle showed an unusually cool attitude, admitting it straightforwardly.

It seemed he had deeply felt the difference between himself and those who regularly practiced in virtual battles during that fight.

Although he had undergone the second awakening like them, his contribution to that battle was almost the worst, so this was a natural outcome.

"But why don't you ask us? You could just ask to train together. I think our party leader and vice-leader would be more than willing to help."
"That's none of your business."
"Right... I guess not. But if you change your mind, feel free to come find us."
"Got it, now hurry up and leave. That guy isn't here."

The "guy" Raicle was referring to was probably Albert.

Rachel was surprised to hear this and asked him:

"How... did you know?"
"Don't make it so obvious. It's not good to chase after someone who's already taken."
"Huh? I'm not chasing after him! Besides, you're not one to talk!"

Indeed, the two were in similar yet different situations.

"Still, I'm better than you. Much better."
"..."
"See, you can't even deny it."
"So... did you see where Albert went?"
"I didn't see him. If he's not here, he's probably there."

As Rachel was about to leave the training grounds, Raicle said:

"I told you not to chase after him so much."
"Shut up..."

Raicle was impressed by Rachel's harsh words, which he'd never heard from her before.

Excited, he boldly continued:

"Oh, I've never heard you talk like that before. It's actually not bad. Why don't you try that with him? He might even like the bad girl type."
"What are you saying... There's a difference between being a 'bad girl' and being a 'bitch'."
"You know it well but still act like this."
"Only a fool wouldn't know..."

With those final words, Rachel left the training grounds and headed straight for the dungeon practice room.

'I know that too...'

Rachel entered the dungeon practice room with a gloomy expression.

And of course, the supervising teacher was there.

The teacher greeted this regular visitor who, like Albert, had come at such a late hour.

"Hello...? But why do you look like that?"
"It's nothing. More importantly... is Albert here?"
"Yes, he is. But why?"
"No reason... I just wanted to see what he's up to."

The teacher pointed to the large monitor he was watching and said:

"I was watching too. Want to join me?"
"Yes."

Rachel was watching the live feed of the dungeon in Room 13 with the teacher.

On the screen, Albert was focused on hunting as usual.

"He's at it again today..."
"You're not much different, are you...?"
"It's different! I do it because I have to, but Albert genuinely enjoys it."

It was indeed a difference worth noting.

"Enjoys it... Looking at his expression, I guess he does."
"But wow... he's already cleared them all. Is that even possible?"

Albert had wiped out the swarm of mosquitoes in the blink of an eye.

"You would have done it faster, wouldn't you?"
"I can't afford to be slow... I use fire-attribute magic after all..."

They weren't really comparable to begin with.

"But that's not the end, is it? This is a high B-rank dungeon."
"Of course not. There weren't that many of them yet."

At that moment, an enormous number of mosquitoes were flying toward Albert from the direction he was looking.

And soon after, Albert muttered to himself:

-At times like this, I wish Rachel were here...-

Rachel was startled when she heard those words.

"Teacher! Did you hear that?!"
"I think this is the first time I've seen him looking for someone like that."
"Right?! Right?!"
"Well... yes, but... what are you going to do?"
"I'm going in, of course."
"Won't he dislike that...?"

But Rachel firmly denied that possibility.

"No way! He just said he was looking for me. If I go now, he'll definitely be happy. Don't you think?"
"Do whatever you want. You're in the same party anyway, so experience points don't matter. It's good when teammates grow together."

And in Albert's case, he seemed to think that way even more.

"Right?! I'm going. Which room is it?"
"Room 13. You know how to break through the seal, right?"
"Of course!"

Rachel quickly ran to Room 13 to enter the dungeon where Albert was.

-Creak!-

When she opened the door to that room, there was a dungeon with a sealed entrance.

Rachel placed her hand on the large entrance, a door engraved with strange symbols.

She slowly infused magical power into the tightly closed door.

-Whirr! Whirr!-

As magical power was infused, the symbols gradually filled with magic, and Rachel carefully filled in the patterns bit by bit.

It was a task that required delicate magical control, but Rachel was accomplishing it as easily as eating cold porridge.

And finally, when all the symbols were filled with magical power.

-Ting!!-

With that sound, the tightly closed door began to open as if welcoming Rachel.

Rachel calmed her pounding heart and jumped into the dungeon.

As soon as she entered, she ignored minor details like the dungeon's structure or appearance and quickly ran to where Albert was.

'There he is.'

She spotted Albert meticulously catching the mosquitoes one by one.

Then, to help him, she prepared her skill.

Rachel used her small staff, barely 1 meter long, to create an enormous sun, about the size of one of the academy's average buildings.

***

Still, it was a magnificent sight.

I couldn't help but admire the spectacle.

The sun had grown much larger than during the midterm exams, showing Rachel's growth, and it was shining as brightly as the real sun.

'It really is huge...'
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Seeing her like that made me feel proud.

'That's all thanks to me...'

Of course, I can't take all the credit. Rachel's own efforts were the biggest reason for her explosive growth, but without my help, she couldn't have developed like this.

But more importantly...

"You're not planning to throw that thing this way, are you?"
"Actually, I am."

Rachel's innocent expression only intensified my fear.

She was positioned as if she was about to throw that sun right at me.

"Wait! Just give me a moment...!"

I used [Swift] to escape from that spot as quickly as possible and headed toward Rachel.

Since the distance wasn't that great, I was able to reach her quickly.

'Thank goodness...'

Once Rachel confirmed I had escaped from that group, she immediately threw the sun toward the swarm of mosquitoes.

I watched from the side as the sun annihilated the mosquito swarm.

"Wow...."

That scene reminded me of Bael's magic that remained in my memory.

Of course, the level of magic would make me feel sorry for Bael if compared, but the impact was just as impressive.

Rachel, who had been staring at me as I watched the scene in a daze, asked with a proud expression.

"How was it?"
"Amazing... Were you always this good? You've been working hard."
"Oh... it's not that impressive..."

Rachel was obviously pleased.

And she had an expression that seemed to be asking for more praise.

Of course, since she was being too obvious about it, I didn't give her any more compliments.

"By the way, how long were you watching me?"
"Um... not long... I was just bored and came by, and they told me you were clearing a dungeon..."
"Really?"

I felt a bit awkward knowing she had been watching, but I had no complaints since she appeared when I needed help.

In fact, if Rachel hadn't come, it would have been much more difficult.

"Um... sorry for watching you secretly..."
"It's fine. It helped me, and it'll help you too."

Actually, just watching someone else clear a dungeon can be somewhat helpful.

It's like indirectly experiencing someone else's experience.

Still, doing it yourself is obviously better.

Rachel sighed in relief when she heard it was okay.

"But it's not over yet."
"Huh? Wasn't that the end just now?"
"The message didn't appear, did it?"
"You're right... Wow! But my level went up a lot!"

Even though they were low-level monsters, that many would have given quite a lot of experience.

It would have been nice if I had gotten that experience, but it was more appropriate for Rachel to get it now.

Unlike me, who didn't lack stats, Rachel couldn't fill the absence of stats with skills.

And from a time perspective, it was more efficient for Rachel to get the experience.

"That's good."
"I feel bad, like I stole something from you..."
"You don't need to think that way. It's more beneficial for you to get it. Anyway, let's go find the remaining ones."

Although there were quite a few earlier, Skittles usually lay many more eggs than that at once.

So there should still be many more remaining.

"There should be at least 50,000 left."
"Um... WHAT? 50,000!?"
"Yeah, 50,000. But don't worry. With your magic, even 50,000 will just melt away."

Rachel's mana capacity isn't particularly high, but if used well, it shouldn't be insufficient.

Even if it's not enough, I can kill the rest, and if Rachel reduces their numbers, I can devour the remaining monsters with the abyss.

As we were entering the dungeon to find the remaining Skittles, Rachel frowned and asked me.

"But... why does it smell like this in here?"
"Insects always smell like this."
"I think there's something else besides insect smell... like the smell of a corpse..."
"Then someone probably died here."

It's quite common for hunters who enter dungeons to die without clearing them.

And if a certain number of days pass without clearing the dungeon, the dungeon disappears, and the monsters inside come out.

"Someone... died? And they're still here?"
"Dungeons often reappear after disappearing, and the interior doesn't change, so someone might have died here before."

When days pass and monsters come out of the dungeon, only living beings come out.

"Corpses aren't living beings, so they stay here."

That's why only corpses can remain in this dungeon.

"But then what were those things earlier? When a dungeon disappears, all living beings come out, right?"
"Yeah... I don't know about that either. The gods might have put them in, or they might have just appeared... something like that."

No one has discovered how monsters exist inside a dungeon that reappears after spitting out all the monsters that were inside when it disappeared.

It was something that hadn't been clarified even 400 years in the future.

"I'm really curious..."
"There must have been people who seriously researched this, right?"
"Yeah, there are quite a few related books. But in the end, no one figured it out."
"Do the gods really put them in?"
"Probably not..."

Basically, I was more curious about whether the gods really exist.

It's said that gods appear to their faithful believers in the form of blessings, but...

Since I've never seen it myself, I don't unconditionally think "Gods exist!"

Of course, I don't think gods are fictional beings that exist only in human imagination either.

'If they exist, they exist. If not, they don't...'

It's not really relevant to me anyway.

But it seemed to matter to Rachel.

"Hey... do you think gods really exist?"
"How would I know..."
"I think they do."
"Suddenly?"
"People wouldn't believe in something that doesn't exist, right?"
"Um... that's true..."

Seeing my rather indifferent response, Rachel frowned and asked me.

"Are you annoyed...?"
"Ah... that's not it..."
"You are annoyed..."

Honestly, I was annoyed, but when she said it directly like that, I felt like trash.

"It's not that I'm annoyed, but my condition isn't good... the atmosphere here is gloomy..."
"If I were the princess, you wouldn't have responded like that..."
"That's true."

At my honest response, Rachel gave a hollow laugh and said.

"Usually... in this situation, wouldn't you deny it to match my mood?"
"There are exceptions, exceptions."
"But why do you like the princess?"
"Is that a question for this timing?"
"Just answer."
"Um..."

I gave a short and concise answer.

"She's pretty."
"Huh? That's the reason?"
"What more do you need?"

Of course, that's not the only reason, but I didn't feel the need to explain, nor did I want to.

And.

"Besides, that reason is enough."
"Well... but is that all?"
"It's not all, but it takes up a big portion. That's it."
"Do guys usually... like all pretty girls?"
"At least at our current age, yes."

In fact, even beyond our current age, the basic ideal type for men is "a pretty woman."

That's a fact no one can deny.

"Really...?"
"Yeah, that's why you're popular. Right now, looks are everything."

Others might think differently, but not that differently.

"But what kind of appearance is considered pretty?"
"Pretty is pretty. But you don't need to worry about that."

Although not as much as the princess, Rachel is also pretty enough to be in the top five at the academy.

Of course, not as much as the princess.

"Anyway, get ready. I think we've arrived."

We had already reached the deepest part of the dungeon, where the dungeon's magical power was most strongly felt, and there was the nest of those mosquitoes.

The Skittles that hadn't been seen until now were gathered there.

And they were emitting a stench that made us cover our noses involuntarily.

"Is that a human corpse?"
"Seems like it."

In the center of the Skittle swarm was what appeared to be a human corpse, and the Skittles were amicably tearing it apart.

"Are you okay seeing things like that?"
"I have a stronger stomach than you might think."
"But I'm not okay with it. Can you get rid of that?"
"Buy me some time. They're coming this way."

The Skittles were flying toward us, unaware of their fate of being burned to death by the sun in just a moment.

"How much time do you need?"
"About 2 minutes? Maybe a bit more."
"That's not long at all. Creating a magic of that size in just 2 minutes."

That fact was enough to make my skills seem insignificant.

'Well, what can I do...'

I activated my two unique skills, which had been overshadowed by Rachel's skill.

Seeing the Skittles collectively frightened, my confidence returned.

My skills definitely had unique effects like intimidation and abyss emission.

"Actually, when I use them, they don't seem that inferior."
"What?"
"Nothing. Anyway, stay back a bit. The more powerful, the better."

Rachel distanced herself from me to avoid the effect of intimidation, and I ran forward to avoid affecting her.

Then I swung my sword at the Skittles that bravely came forward.

I thought they would be split in half with one slash like before, but...

-Clang!!-

This time was different.

Maybe because it was an individual that wasn't scared by the intimidation, it easily blocked my slash with the Skittle's characteristic hard skin.

"That's right, this is what a B-high rank should be like."

Ch.111 - 110. Final Exams (4)
# 110. Final Exams (4)

Another quiet, desolate evening at the Academy.

In that darkness where even breathing felt cautious, two shadows moved without anyone's knowledge.

"But... how did you break through?"
"Who knows."

Lilith had effortlessly penetrated the Imperial Academy's security, which was rumored to be impenetrable.

And she did it with such delicacy that no one detected it.

Lu found Lilith's feat fascinating.

"More importantly, the question is whether he's even here now..."
"He should be, right? You said he's not the type to rest after overcoming just one obstacle."
"That's just a figure of speech... If it were me, I'd be resting right now..."

Both the timing and the hour were significant factors.

It was a relatively peaceful period, during the evening hours just before nightfall.

For most people, this would be the time to wrap up the day's work and rest for tomorrow.

"But sis, you say that while not resting yourself. You came straight here after sending that guy back."
"I guess you're right..."

Lilith had rescued Fenex, who had nearly died, escorted him to the Babylon Kingdom, and returned immediately.

Of course, the person beside her was in the same boat, but unlike Lilith, Lu had diligently fulfilled her role as a succubus, so she had much more physical energy to spare than Lilith.

"I'm fine, but you're not."
"I'm fine too, for now."

She wasn't exactly overflowing with energy, but she wasn't in a critical state either.

Maintaining that middling level of stamina, Lilith arrived at the dungeon conquest room where Albert was likely to be.

However, arriving didn't mean they could enter right away.

"Wouldn't it be dangerous to just go in?"
"Yeah, it would be. We'll have to wait until he comes out."

Although Lilith had easily penetrated the barrier surrounding the entire Academy, she needed to be cautious since she didn't know what security measures might be in place for individual buildings.

"But what if he's not here?"
"Then... we'll have to try another time."
"So we're just hoping he's here..."
"That's right..."

As they were praying that Albert would be inside the building, Lu spotted some female students entering.

"Oh! Someone's going in! Isn't that the girl from before?"
"You're right, that red-haired girl... but so what?"
"Couldn't we ask her for help?"
"Would she believe us?"

From Rachel's perspective, these two were just demons who had invaded her academy.

"That boy might have told her about us."
"And what if he didn't?"

Lu mumbled dejectedly.

"I guess you're right... Is there no way we can break through this security?"
"Just wait... this isn't our first time doing this."
"Ah... there was a nice boy earlier..."
"Is that what this is about?"
"He looked so delicious... what a shame."

Hearing this, Lilith was startled and said to Lu:

"...Aren't you being too explicit?"
"This is normal for our kind."
"That's... still..."
"You're the strange one, sis. You'll have to do it someday too, won't you?"
"Me...!? I... only with someone I truly love..."
"Ah... yes, I'm sure. But you're almost 500 years old and still single."
"That's... that's..."

Lilith couldn't say anything after that.

She seemed quite shocked.

"Ah... I'm sorry."
"It's too late for... apologies now..."
"You'll find someone someday too."
"Find what?"
"Someone you want to devour."
"No! Stop saying things like that!"

Lu deactivated her [Stealth] and waved at Albert, who was staring blankly at Lilith, who was so flustered that she didn't even realize her [Stealth] had been dispelled.

***

After clearing the rather nutritious dungeon, I exited the building.

The sun had disappeared due to the late hour, replaced by the moon and stars.

And against this somewhat romantic backdrop stood two women who matched the scenery perfectly.

However, logically speaking, neither of them should have been there.

"Those people... what are they doing here...?"
"Hello? It's been a while."
"...Who are these people? Is that a tail? And are those horns?"

Rachel was severely wary of Lu and Lilith.

And for good reason...

'Because they're demons.'

It would have been more unnatural to remain calm.

But now was the time to maintain composure.

"Ah... they're both demons, but don't worry, they're not like those demons from before."
"Huh? What does that mean..."
"Um... it might be easier to understand if I say they're on our team."
"Our team?"

When I nodded, Rachel looked at the two with a frightened expression.

Seeing Rachel's reaction, Lu made a mischievous face.

"Wow... seeing that kind of reaction makes me want to tease her, but I shouldn't, right?"
"Do you think you could?"
"What a shame, I like girls too..."

It was definitely a response befitting a succubus.

Because of this, Rachel tried to distance herself from them even more.

"Are you sure they're okay?"
"They're trustworthy."
"Oh... you actually have a pretty good opinion of us?"
"But why did you come today?"

Lilith stood up with a charismatic face that made it hard to believe she was the same person who had been flustered earlier.

"First, to let you know we're on your side, and to share some information."
"If the information is about the alliance expanding, we already know."
"I thought you might know... but you really do."
"So we're also trying to expand our alliance, though it will take some time."

Rachel showed a calm response, as if she already knew.

"You act very quickly."
"Is there anything decided about the next battle?"

Knowing that would make it easier to prepare.

And by then, if we were allied with the Persian Kingdom, we might even be able to invade the Babylon Kingdom.

"Nothing specific except that it will happen at the end of this year. There's talk it might be canceled due to the casualties from the last incident... but knowing that person's personality, I doubt it."
"So will you two stay here?"
"We need to go back now, but if anything is decided, we'll come to let you know."

Until recently, we had spies deployed on our side, so we hadn't felt a lack of information yet.

Of course, things would be different going forward, and in such a situation, an alliance with Lilith would play a crucial role.

'But... there was something I wanted to ask when I met her... Ah!'

I suddenly remembered something I had forgotten.

"By the way, is Fenex still alive?"
"Yes, he's alive."
"I figured... why didn't you kill him..."
"The Demon King was watching Fenex the whole time, so it wasn't possible."
"Ah..."

I remembered Fenex speaking to the air at that time.

It seems the person Fenex was addressing was Bael.

"So he was watching..."
"It's best to assume he watches all battles that way. He's secretly quite a coward, so he doesn't tend to participate in battles directly."

Indeed, Bael rarely participated in battles unless we were the ones invading.

It was the complete opposite of our Emperor, who participated in almost every battle as long as his physical condition allowed.

Of course, this would be much more advantageous for us, forcing Bael to participate in battle, but in the past, the Emperor couldn't participate due to his deteriorated mental state.

'Actually, with the Emperor alive, there's a higher chance Bael will participate in battle, and he'll probably bring more monsters too.'

Still, having the Emperor in good health was a positive factor that outweighed such negative elements.

Naturally, war is still dangerous even with the Emperor in good health.

That's why thorough preparation is essential.

"What kind of monsters will they bring to the next battle?"
"Well... that hasn't been decided yet either... but given the scale, I think they'll bring at least dragons."
"Dragons!?"

Bael seemed more serious about the next battle than expected.

He seemed tired of the continued assassination failures and wanted to achieve something notable.

"He needs to maintain public support too. While humans aren't as necessary, he still needs to keep them in check."

Rebellions actually occur more frequently in demon society than among humans.

Of course, demons rarely rebel due to poor politics, but there's no harm in maintaining public support.

"Is public sentiment poor these days?"
"They've been losing battles and failed at assassination, so yes. And it wasn't that good to begin with."

Rachel, who had been listening to our conversation, asked me in a very small voice.

"So... are these two really demons?"
"Did you think they were just humans in cosplay at first?"
"Well... it's just so unexpected..."
"They are real demons, I can guarantee that."

She seemed to have lost some of her fear now.

"Are you okay with them now?"
"Um... can I touch those horns once?"

Perhaps she had lost too much fear.

"Huh...? Huh!?"
"Don't you know what demon horns are?"
"Of course I do. They absorb magic from the air and send it to the heart."
"Oh, you know your stuff."
"It's on the exam."

However, demon horns don't just serve that purpose.

Like elven ears, demon horns are extremely sensitive areas, commonly known as 'demon erogenous zones.'

"H-horns are off-limits."
"Really? That's a shame... but why not?"
"Think of demon horns as similar to elven ears."
"Huh? They have something in common? Ah... don't tell me... is it what I'm thinking?"
"Yes, that's exactly it."

After that, Rachel sincerely apologized to them, and I blankly watched the scene.

"Shall we go now? Staying longer is dangerous."
"We know."
"Take care, I'll come again."
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After that conversation ended, those people who had somehow entered the academy departed using some unknown method.

"Is this really okay...?"

It was an incident that made me reconsider the security level of the academy.

Even though Amelia was still at the academy, this seemed a bit wrong.

Rachel was also watching the scene with curiosity.

"But can we really trust those people?"
"Probably?"
"What kind of response is that?"
"You should know this—if those people had wanted to kill us, we'd already be dead."

Lilith was different from Fenex.

Unlike Fenex, she was a veteran who had maintained her position as an Executor for a long time, carrying out numerous missions under Bael.

"Are those people really that strong?"
"Yes, at least as strong as the Hero. Maybe even stronger."
"That strong?!"

When I nodded, Rachel stared blankly in the direction they had gone.

'Even if they concealed it... isn't she too oblivious?'

Although they had hidden their magical power, they couldn't conceal it completely, and I could still sense a considerable amount.

Yet Rachel hadn't noticed their strength.

"All Executors are monsters like them."
"Are those people Executors too? Like that demon from before?"
"Specifically, just the one with the small horns."
"Aren't succubi stronger when they have larger horns?"
"Usually, but she's different. Anyway, just remember they're on our side."

Since Rachel was now acquainted with them, they might contact me through her.

'It might be better to tell all our party members. Would they even believe it if they hadn't seen it themselves...?'

Even if I told them, they would probably be shocked if demons—Executors at that—suddenly appeared before them.

So it seemed necessary for the party members to meet them in person and become familiar with each other, just as Rachel had.

"Do others know? That you're close with those Executor sisters?"
"The Princess knows. No one else does."
"The Princess knows...?"
"What about it?"
"I see..."
"What's wrong? Are you feeling sick?"

Rachel's face darkened as if she wasn't feeling well.

"No... it's nothing."
"Go rest soon. You worked hard today."
"Yeah... you too."

Using [Two Suns] twice in such a short period must have put a significant strain on her body.

Moreover, Rachel seemed to have used it at the largest size she could create.

For Rachel, who had no heart-related skills, it must have been devastating.

'Still, she must have gained a lot of levels.'

Taking down monsters of that caliber by herself would have earned her at least 5 levels.

If I had tried to defeat them all alone, it would have taken at least two hours, and my level was already high enough that I didn't particularly need the experience.

"I gained a lot thanks to those creatures."

If I had finished off Fenex, who was the strongest among them, I would have gained even more levels, but unfortunately, I couldn't, and Fenex was still alive and well.

'I wonder if she's still alive? I should look into it.'

Albert was peacefully thinking such thoughts.

Completely unaware that someone had been watching him all this time.

***

The somewhat boring exam period passed in the blink of an eye, and the exam day was already approaching.

The night before the exam, with just one night left until the test.

I visited the training ground alone for the first time in a while.

In this barren reality where not even a shadow of another person could be found, I slowly closed my eyes while holding my sword.

Then, relying solely on my senses, I swung my sword.

-Swish! Whoosh!-

The only sounds were my breathing and the wind as my sword cut through the air.

That quiet space was optimized for mental training.

But that tranquility was shattered in an instant by a sudden arrow.

-Ting!!-

The arrow reached me even faster than the sound of my sword cutting through the air.

However, perhaps because my senses were heightened, I was able to react easily.

After deflecting the arrow, I turned toward the direction it came from and carefully opened my eyes.

"As expected of you."
"Wow... how did you react to that?"
"You're quite the actor. Have you considered debuting in the entertainment industry?"

Amelia must have known I would react, which is why she shot the arrow.

'So she used a real arrow...'

It was an arrow powerful enough to kill me if I hadn't reacted.

"You could have played along... no fun at all."
"That arrow was even less fun."
"Aren't you studying? Everyone else is in the library right now."
"I'm confident."
"I'm sure you are."

For some reason, Amelia wasn't wearing her usual elaborate uniform but ordinary sweatpants.

"Are you going to train too, Hero?"
"No, I just came to watch you. I was curious how someone your age got so good."
"For someone who says that..."

Amelia had already directly influenced me by shooting that arrow.

It seemed she was just testing whether I could dodge it.

"Sorry about that... But do you do this often?"
"Not often, maybe twice a month? Usually, I have mock battles with my party members or clear dungeons."
"Dungeons... what difficulty?"
"Alone, up to B-high. With others, usually B-top. Even A-lowest is impossible for us."

It's still too early for A-rank.

It's premature, and there's no real need for it either.

"That's quite impressive. You clear B-high alone?"
"Yes. Don't you clear up to A-mid alone, Hero?"
"Well, yes... Kids these days are amazing."

She sounded a bit like an old lady saying that.

Externally, Amelia looked like she was in her early twenties, and she was actually only in her mid-thirties, but her "kids these days" comment made her seem older.

"Aren't you also one of 'these days' people?"
"Why are you like this to me?"
"I'm being sincere."
"R-really?"

Especially for people like Amelia with overwhelming magical power that slows aging, their external appearance often makes their age seem meaningless.

'That wasn't my case... rather the opposite...'

My magical power was actually on the lower side among hunters, so I lived long simply because my body was sturdy and I took good care of myself.

Perhaps that's why Amelia seemed even younger to me.

"You're still young, so don't worry."
"Getting such words from a 17-year-old... feels strange. I'll just watch from here, so pretend I'm not here and work hard."

"Pretend I'm not here while I'm watching you"—what a strange thing to say.

But it didn't really matter.

I closed my eyes again and advanced toward the center of the training ground, swinging my sword.

'It feels like the number of spectators has increased...'

Originally, my purpose was mental training, but with more people watching, it felt more like I was showing off my swordsmanship.

"This isn't what I intended..."

***

Rachel and Leo had somehow entered the training ground and were watching Albert's training session from the same place as Amelia.

Leo asked in a genuinely curious tone:

"Is he good at that?"
"Does it look like he's not?"
"Definitely not."
"Then he's good at it, right?"
"Well... I suppose so. But he's not just good—he's exceptional."

Rachel asked with a faint smile:

"How exceptional?"
"If we're talking purely about swordsmanship, I think he might be better than Marco?"
"What...? No matter how you look at it, that's..."
"I'm serious. I'm not overestimating him because of his age—he's really at that level. Though their styles are a bit different."

He lacked Marco's fiery style, but instead possessed frightening precision and delicacy.

And that was with his vision blocked.

Even in that situation, where he couldn't see where his body was moving, he executed precise swordsmanship without a single unnecessary movement.

"Even considering that, I think Albert is more skilled. Is he really a student?"
"We wonder that sometimes too."
"Doesn't anyone else in your group use a sword? Besides him."
"There's one person."
"Just one? That's a shame... More people should learn swordsmanship from someone like him. Has he considered teaching or joining the Knights?"

The three of them watched Albert as if entranced, and three hours passed in an instant.

***

'They're still watching... all of them...'

Those who had been watching me while making distracting comments continued to do so until I finished my training.

I sheathed my sword and walked over to them.

"I'm leaving now."
"What do you want to be when you grow up?"
"Special Forces."
"Perhaps..."
"I have no intention of doing anything else, especially during the Princess's reign."

Of course, there was still quite some time before she would become Empress, so I was simply saying I had no plans to do anything else.

"If you joined the Knights while in Special Forces..."
"I don't want to die from overwork."

It's not that no one has done both, but it would be too much for me.

Having experienced both Special Forces and being a Knight Commander, I know exactly how difficult it would be.

"You're still no fun..."
"Anyway, I'm counting on you tomorrow."
"How did you know I'm coming along?"
"Of course you have to come, since we're leaving the safe... academy."
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That incident did make me question how safe the academy really was, but I figured it would be fine since not many people possessed Lilith's level of mana control ability.

'It should be fine... I'm probably worrying over nothing.'

Even though Amelia would be leaving the academy temporarily to escort us, the academy still had plenty of exceptional talents like her and Riel.

Besides, according to Lilith, there was virtually no chance of the Babylon Kingdom launching another attack at this time, so my concerns were indeed unnecessary.

That's why it would be wiser to get some sleep now rather than dwelling on these thoughts.

I went to bed with a small wish:

'I hope I do well on tomorrow's exam.'

***

Wednesday was somewhat less boring than Monday and Tuesday.

Today was the always-nerve-wracking exam day, but the situation was quite different from the previous midterms, so this time we were all heading to the exam hall together.

Perhaps because there were too many students and some demons' whereabouts remained unknown, unlike last time, two grade levels at a time were directed to the written exam hall.

That's why the 1st and 2nd year middle school students took their written exams on Tuesday, a day earlier than originally scheduled.

Of course, there was no schedule change for the 3rd year middle school students and us 1st year high school students.

"Our schedule stays the same."
"That's a good thing..."
"But what's wrong with you? Did you pull an all-nighter?"

Chris looked sleep-deprived.

He had clearly been studying day and night because of the exam tomorrow.

"Well... something like that."
"That's actually worse, you know? Your condition is so important..."
"What good is being in good condition if you don't know anything?"
"So now you know?"
"Sort of..."

Judging by his condition and the way he was talking, it seemed like he was going to fail this exam too.

But since it was Chris, I wasn't particularly worried.

Worrying about a genius who had already obtained [Gabriel's Blessing] at his age would be nothing more than a waste of time.

Fortunately, everyone else besides Chris seemed quite confident.

Not only Briton, Reina, and Rachel, who had done well on the previous exam, but this time even Eve and Aelin had confident expressions.

"You should just give up on the written exam."
"No...! I'll do well this time!"

He was more confident than I expected.

The fact that he stayed up all night seemed to have given him a bit of confidence, but I wasn't sure if that was a good thing.

"Oh... really? Good luck then... It's fine if you do well, and if not, that's that."
"Don't do well on yours."
"Thanks for the encouragement. I hope you fail miserably too."

We exchanged these friendly words of encouragement and then went to find our respective exam rooms.

'Almost everyone's already here...'

Since we were following at the very end, we arrived last, and most people had already arrived and were waiting in their assigned seats.

I too sat in my assigned seat and waited for the exam to begin.

While others were chatting with their close friends during that time, I had no one to talk to.

'What are they talking about so animatedly?'

That question was short-lived as the proctor entered the classroom, and the first period of the exam day began.

Since this was the final written exam of the first semester, the scope was quite broad, causing many students to struggle.

There were quite a few students complaining in the library about it.

'But... this seems really easy?'

That was just my first impression, and I clearly needed to stay focused since I didn't know what problems would come next.

'Still, first-year problems are all pretty similar...'

***

First-year problems were indeed all similar, and that thought didn't change even by the last period.

While they were similar, I couldn't say they were truly easy either.

On our way back to the academy, we discussed various things about this exam.

Everyone seemed to have done reasonably well, as no one looked particularly distressed.

As I was feeling relieved about this fact, Chris approached me with a bright smile and asked:

"Hey, how did it go?"
"I definitely did better than you, no doubt."
"I think I did pretty well this time?"
"I'm beyond just 'pretty well.'"

I hardly had any problems I didn't know, let alone ones I was unsure about.

"Oh... really? What about you guys?"
"I'm also... beyond just 'pretty well'..."
"Eve... what about you?"

Chris's bright smile was gradually disappearing.

"I must have done better than you, at the very least."

And with that one cutting remark from Eve, who had failed the midterm exam with him, his smile completely vanished.

That stinging comment flew straight at Chris.

Chris lost his smile and was now walking quietly with a gloomy expression.

Amelia and I burst out laughing at the sight, while the others were giving Chris sympathetic looks.

"Hey... you're laughing?"
"It's funny, isn't it?"
"Sorry to say this, but... it is a bit funny."
"..."

Chris couldn't say anything as even Amelia took my side.

I felt a bit sorry for Chris, but it couldn't be helped.

'It's all his own karma...'

It was his own fault for neglecting theoretical studies.

While many people were briefly happy at Chris's misfortune, I noticed quite a few students breaking away from our group.

"Don't we need to stop those kids?"

Although officials had instructed everyone to return directly to the academy after the exam, those students were ignoring the directive and taking different routes.

Amelia just sighed at the sight but didn't take any other action.

"I tried to stop them yesterday... it's not something a person should have to do..."

I wasn't sure what had happened, but from Amelia's expression, I could tell it wasn't anything good.

"So I asked about it, and they said to just let them be, that they'll take responsibility for themselves."
"That's a relief."
"Still, you guys should go straight back. Nothing good comes from being mistakenly identified."
"Of course."

I was planning to return directly even without Amelia saying so.

I had nothing else to do, and I wanted to get back quickly to clear some dungeons.

However, Aelin was different from me.

"But what are we going to do when we get back?"
"Want to have a mock battle after a long time?"
"Huh...? Do we have to?"
"We haven't done it recently because of the exam period."
"That's true, let's do it."

Briton was on my side as usual, and the others seemed to feel similarly.

"What? Couldn't we do it after all the exams are over...?"
"Today is fine too."
"Well... that's..."

I said to Aelin, who was genuinely reluctant:

"Just give up. If you can't avoid it, enjoy it."
"Ah... really, can't you just exclude me?"
"And if I refuse?"
"I really want to rest today. You saw how much I studied... Oppa... please..."
"Do you think I'd like it if you called me that?"

That form of address made me even less willing to let her off.

"Really, I can't skip it?"
"Nope. Change your clothes at the dormitory and come right out. Let's eat and then start."
"Be careful today. If you mess up, you might get beaten to death."

I left Aelin, who was making such threatening remarks with a fierce expression, and entered the dormitory building.

As agreed, we changed into comfortable clothes and came back outside the dormitory building, and the girls did the same.

"If you take it easy today, you're really dead, you know?"
"I don't think I've ever been hit by your skills..."

Even if I had, it would be countable on one hand.

"You were hit that time when you and Reina unnie were on the same team."
"But it didn't really hurt?"
"That's because I put very little mana into it."

It seems it did happen after all.

"Be quiet and eat your food."
"What did you say?"
"Someone is looking at us with the same expression."

Rather than Aelin, Chris with that expression seemed more dangerous.

I might not get hit by Aelin's magic, but I quite frequently get hit by Chris's fists.

"That's all your karma."
"Karma can be avoided if you handle it well."
"If you handle it well..."

And Amelia was watching the situation with interest.

That hero seemed to have taken a liking to observing us like this.

I wanted to invite her to join us, but I didn't make that choice since I didn't know what might happen. Instead, I asked a small question:

"Will you be watching us this time too?"
"If that's alright?"

Hearing her answer, my party members said:

"Of course it's possible!"
"It would be an honor for us!"

Their social skills, honed through socialite activities, were certainly impressive.

Instead of such flattery, I brought up something more practical:

"Could we ask for your feedback afterward?"
"Oh, would that be okay?"
"Yes, it's still a rare opportunity for us."

Amelia was experienced enough to be called a veteran, so she was likely to provide valuable feedback.

And she was a long-range archer, completely opposite to my position.

I was curious how someone who could be considered the best in that field would evaluate our party members' skills.

And if given the chance, I'd like to face her in combat.

A true active-duty warrior.

I wanted to see firsthand the skills of the hero who was recently being evaluated as "The Future of the Kainis Empire" after the recent battle.
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After that conversation, they headed to a large dueling arena to conduct their usual mock battle, and Amelia observed the scene up close.

The seven of them were divided into teams of 5 versus 2 for the mock battle.

'Is that how the balance works...?'

Normally, the princess would have participated, preventing such an uneven ratio, but this time she was absent, forcing them to proceed with this imbalanced arrangement.

Of course, just because the teams were split 5 to 2 didn't mean the other team members lacked skill.

Rather, they were so good it was almost startling.

'Is there even anything to give feedback on?'

While she couldn't speak for the others, Albert and Reina displayed such excellent skills that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say they needed no feedback at all.

"It seems the future of the Empire lies not with me but with these kids...?"

Someone answered Amelia's muttering.

The voice sounded excited and proud at the same time.

It was definitely a cheerful voice, that much was certain.

"Aren't you being too modest? I don't think they're quite at that level yet."
"But your expression suggests you think otherwise?"

Despite what she had just said, her face showed she was absolutely delighted.

Apparently, she really enjoyed hearing praise for her party members.

"To be honest, maybe a little..."
"You and Albert are definitely there."
"That goes without saying."
"But do they usually go at it this intensely?"

It seemed too serious to be called a mock battle.

Especially Chris and Elin—they looked like they were genuinely trying to kill Albert.

However, she smiled at the sight and answered.

"Sometimes. It's not usually this intense, but not much different either."
"They're all so serious... Why are they going this far? If it were me, I'd have gone back to the dormitory to rest after the exams."
"I wouldn't know. I'm sure they all have their reasons?"

She wore an expression suggesting she knew something, but Amelia didn't bother to ask further.

She wasn't particularly curious, and even if told, the reasons would likely be dull and uninteresting.

Besides, there was something else she was more curious about.

"By the way, do you know about it too?"
"About what?"
"Well... something I saw recently."

***

'These guys are really coming at me like they want to kill me...'

Elin and Chris were targeting me so blatantly, and their attacks were much more powerful than usual.

As a result, the level of the mock battle had risen considerably, and I had no choice but to activate [Mortal's End].

"Still feeling nervous?"
"A bit."

Of course, I could have managed without it, but there was no harm in being cautious.

Most party members flinched slightly at the sudden pressure, but Chris was different.

"But it doesn't work on me."

Thanks to [Gabriel's Blessing], Chris was immune to the pressure effect and approached me, swinging his fist.

That fist accurately targeted my face as I moved around.

It was an achievement made after hundreds of missed swings.

However, while it was accurately aimed, it didn't actually reach me.

-Thud!-

I blocked that punch with just my sword, and Chris wore an expression suggesting he had expected this.

"Not going to pull back?"

Despite his punch being blocked, Chris wasn't creating distance between us.

It was an uncharacteristic choice for Chris, who had been countered hundreds of times before.

I was puzzled by this careless decision and looked around with suspicion.

But I could only see 2 people from the opposing team, including Chris.

'As I thought...'

Not only Briton and Eve, who had already been eliminated, but Reina—who should have been watched most carefully in this mock battle—was nowhere to be seen.

That fact reminded me of the previous battle.

I said to Chris, who was smiling brightly:

"Stop smiling. I know what you're up to."

I could have just run away from this situation, but my pride was hurt.

And I was confident I could escape such a trap even if I fell into it.

That's why I chose to walk into the trap despite knowing it was one.

-Thud!!-

I kicked the grinning Chris in front of me and changed the form of my sword.

Then Reina, who had been hiding with [Stealth], reappeared fully prepared.

Reina didn't hesitate to rush at me, and I met her head-on.

Having already chosen not to avoid the situation, it was impossible to dodge Reina's strike.

'Then I'll have to block it.'

In my current state with maximized strength, it should be possible.

Reina threatened me with a speed like yesterday's arrow, and just like yesterday, I met it head-on at that speed.

-Crackle! Clang!!!-

It was a lightning-fast strike, but it couldn't pierce my sword.

Of course, my hands were trembling after receiving that blow, but I had successfully blocked the attack.

Reina, whose decisive strike had been blocked, wore a disappointed expression, while I gave her a bright smile in contrast.

"Ah... really..."
"Nice try..."

Reina hurried to escape, but that didn't mean she could avoid Rachel's magic.

Reina was helpless amidst the blue flames and soon declared surrender.

"Now things are looking better..."

With Reina eliminated, the situation suddenly changed to 2 versus 2, and now we clearly had the advantage.

Looking at my still trembling hands, I asked them:

"But why do you guys always target me first? Shouldn't you go after the mage first?"
"Shut up."

Elin, who gave a somewhat irritable answer, raised her staff, which was enough to realize that the mock battle wasn't over yet.

Just as the battle was about to resume, her voice entered our ears.

"Let's stop here for today. I don't think we'll gain anything by continuing."
"Phew..."

Hearing those words, I let out a sigh of relief as the tension drained from my body, and I left the arena. Chris and Elin did the same.

'I'm exhausted...'

Having had quite a struggle after a long time, I was resting on the bench where they were sitting, and Reina approached me to express her dissatisfaction.

"Really... that's too much... I thought I would win this time."
"Yeah, I almost lost."

The problem was that I had used too much energy eliminating Briton and Eve at the beginning.

Especially since Briton had held out so well, making the next battle inevitably more difficult.

"A party really needs a priest..."

This battle made me realize once again how important a priest is in a party.

Especially how much impact a priest like Chris, who can engage in close combat to some extent and doesn't retreat quickly, can have.

"But you blocked it. I thought for sure it would go through."
"That's because the sword is good. In most situations, you can just do what you did earlier."

It was possible partly because my strength was high, but mainly because the sword was far superior to ordinary swords.

If your strength is insanely high, it can compensate for a poor sword, but that's just compensation—a better sword is naturally better.

As I was looking at the sword that had blocked Reina's strike, she approached me.

"Good work."
"Yes... When did you arrive?"
"Not long ago, about 10 minutes? By the way, are your hands okay?"
"Yes, I'm used to this level of injury."

Having recently suffered wounds severe enough to trigger [Life in Death], these minor injuries seemed cute in comparison.

They didn't even hurt, just felt a bit numb.

I asked Amelia, who was looking at our party members one by one:

"More importantly, how was it?"
"If you're hoping for praise... I'm sorry, but that's not happening."
"Not me... I'm talking about the others."
"Well, you and Reina are too good, so there's not much to say."

Reina seemed to have received such an evaluation because of her skill utilization, and hearing this assessment, she wore a satisfied smile.

The other party members were listening attentively to Amelia's words, and I was also paying close attention.

"In Chris's case, he set up a good trap with Reina, but before that, he tended to act too much on his own. I'd like to see that corrected, and Elin was somewhat similar."

Those two definitely had such tendencies.

Especially Chris, who often acted alone, and in Elin's case, while not as severe, she seemed to lack somewhat in team movement.

"Eve was eliminated too easily at the beginning, but I think that's unavoidable. She seems to be in a sniper position, but this arena is too small. Still, it would be better if she could supplement with close combat like Chris."

It was only natural that someone like Eve, whose specialty was ranged combat, would struggle in such an arena.

Still, Amelia seemed to think that even in such situations, one should be able to pull their weight.

After that, Amelia didn't say anything else, and Rachel, who had been waiting for an evaluation, found this puzzling.

"Um... what about me?"
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Amelia was taking her time before giving her assessment of Rachel.

Since Rachel hadn't shown any particular weaknesses in this mock battle, it seemed difficult for Amelia to evaluate her.

Still, she apparently had something to say, as she took a moment before beginning her feedback.

"First off, there weren't really any flaws revealed in this mock battle. At most, your magic power might be lacking, but from what I've heard, you have ways to compensate for that..."

It seemed she had already informed Amelia about "Two Suns," a top-tier skill in terms of raw power.

"But if I had to point something out, it would be that you trust your teammates too much? Honestly, in that situation earlier, it would have been better to join in rather than keeping Elin tied up."

When I fell into that trap earlier, Rachel chose to mark Elin rather than joining me.

That choice was possible because she trusted me and believed I would overcome the situation, but Amelia seemed to be saying that the choice itself wasn't the right one.

Of course, I also don't think that choice was correct, just like Amelia.

'It's too results-oriented.'

While it's true that I managed to escape that situation and ultimately gained an advantage, if I hadn't been able to do so, that judgment would have been wrong.

"Of course, you made that choice because you're on Albert's team and you trust him, but it'll be different in real combat. You won't always have people like Albert on your team, and in those situations, trusting your team too much can lead to bad outcomes."

She was right.

Trusting your team is important, but only to a certain extent.

Too much of anything is never good.

Amelia left Rachel deep in thought after hearing her words and turned to speak to me.

"Even though you're in a position where you move alone, it's dangerous to be too solitary."
"Didn't you say you had nothing to say about me?"
"That was just a figure of speech. There will be times when you need to move with your teammates, so learn how to utilize them for those moments."

Although I had been moving with teammates lately, my old habits hadn't completely disappeared.

I was still making judgments alone and moving alone.

As Amelia said, I needed to reduce my self-assertion somewhat.

Of course, things might be different if I returned to the battlefield and acted in the same position as before, but for now, that was the case.

"Thank you for the good feedback."
"Good... what... you both probably already knew all this."
"That's true, but thank you anyway. A valuable person like you took time out of your schedule for us."

In truth, people usually know their own shortcomings best.

Feedback is just one of the ways to engrave that awareness in one's mind.

"By the way... could you possibly spare a little more of that valuable time?"
"Hmm? I could, but why?"
"Would you be willing to spar with me?"

I would definitely lose.

Even if I had a positional advantage, the difference in our skill levels was substantial.

'I'll definitely lose, but still...'

My chances of winning were practically nonexistent.

But I wanted to clash with her anyway.

The experience I had with the Emperor before, the stimulation and competitive spirit that came as byproducts of that experience.

I wanted to feel that motivation again.

Of course, continuously experiencing such a gap could lead to doubts about one's abilities—in fact, it would definitely happen.

But if I could overcome those emotions, I could reach even greater heights.

However, from Amelia's perspective, this was clearly an unwelcome proposal.

"Um... I'd like to try too, but isn't it too premature? It's still exam period so pushing yourself is risky, and we just finished a mock battle."

Amelia explained my situation and expressed her negative opinion about the proposed match.

Still, judging by her tone and expression, she didn't seem to dislike the idea entirely.

"..."
"So, how about we do it next time?"
"Next time?"
"You're coming with us during your vacation anyway. Let's do it then."
"Oh... okay, let's do that."

There was definitely a problem with doing it right now.

I wasn't in good condition, and I also needed to prepare for the survival test that was only two days away.

Unlike the previous survival test, this one had announced team assignments a month in advance to allow for preparation, but I still needed to conserve my energy for my team.

'But... it seems we're really going with that group after all...'

To be honest, I would have preferred going with just her, but it seemed unavoidable.

We weren't yet allied with the Persian Kingdom, and they boasted a fairly strong national defense, though not as strong as ours, which is why those people were accompanying us.

"So you guys are really going too, huh?"
"I was just thinking the same thing."
"When Her Majesty the Empress mentioned it, I thought she was joking... but it was real..."
"I thought it was a joke too, since the members are so impressive."
"We have to go, not knowing what might happen. Though nothing will probably happen, you should still be careful."
"Of course."

Still, nothing unusual would likely occur.

It's true that many elves dislike humans, but they wouldn't be so rude as to attack us without reason.

After all, we were guests coming to request an alliance.

"By the way... tomorrow is the last day I have to go for your exams, right?"

Amelia looked very tired as she asked this question, seeming reluctant to leave the academy again.

"Yes, that should be the case."
"Should be?"
"It definitely will be."

Amelia sighed with relief upon hearing this confirmation.

While nothing unusual had happened today, yesterday seemed to have been different.

Seeing her like this, I had to reconsider why she had rejected my proposal earlier.

"Well, I should head back now..."
"Yes, see you next time."

With those final words, Amelia left the arena, and our party members were also preparing to return to the dormitory one by one.

I sat with her on the bench, waiting for the tournament bracket that would soon be sent to our phones.

Looking at the bracket I had received previously, I asked her:

"It won't be any different this time, right?"
"I think it will be? Even the survival teams are different from the midterms."
"Ah..."

Indeed, just like the survival teams, there was a good possibility that the one-on-one battle brackets would be different as well.

As soon as it turned 8 o'clock, I checked the message that appeared on my phone screen.

"Oh... it's here."

The bracket only showed my matches, so it was easy to check.

I confirmed the names of my opponents with my own eyes.

'Hmm... it is different.'

In fact, it was more than just "a little different."

During midterms, I had fought against 2nd and 3rd-year students, but this time it was different.

Still, the matchups made sense.

'It means I've worked hard enough.'

It seemed our party members had now earned the professors' recognition.

Of course, our party members weren't the only ones listed.

"Who are you matched against?"
"I have you, Reina, Rachel, Chris, and... Leo."

She was expected, and it seemed Reina, Rachel, and Chris had improved their standing among the professors thanks to their performance in the previous battle.

However, Leo was somewhat unexpected.

'He was working hard... is he this good?'

I hadn't fought against Leo specifically, so I didn't know, but like Rachel, he must have been working hard.

These matchups weren't created without reason.

"What about you, Noona?"
"Everyone except Albert is a 3rd-year student."
"And you won against all of them, right?"

She nodded as if to say, "Why ask such an obvious question?"

"This time I'm going to win, so keep that in mind."
"Last time I was caught off guard, but this time will be different."

Though I said that, I actually wasn't confident.

As she said, the more mock battles we had, the more she adapted to attacks using the Abyss, showing a growth rate that couldn't be ignored.

As a result, my win rate in one-on-one mock battles with her didn't exceed 30%.

"If I do well, I might win."
"My recent win rate is good, but I still can't let my guard down."
"What matters most is winning when it counts."

No matter how many times you lose in practice, it's fine as long as you win when it matters.

Of course, losing a lot in practice means a higher probability of losing in real combat, but since that probability isn't 100%, I still had a chance.

"By the way... are we doing this tomorrow?"

Last time, the time was specified on the bracket, but not for my match with her.

However, this time, the time was specified for our match as well.

And that time was tomorrow at 7 PM.

"Looks like it. Seems I'll be doing this after finishing my written exam."
"Looking at the time slot, I think there will be spectators again..."
"Don't tell me you get nervous when people are watching?"
"Well... a little. It's distracting, you know."

Of course, in a match against her, I wouldn't have time to worry about others, but it was still uncomfortable.

"Just relax, like usual."
"If I relax, I'll probably lose, so I'll give it my all."
"Then I'll do the same."

She was definitely not an opponent I could take lightly.

But the same was true for me.
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It's true that she has an advantage in terms of compatibility and basic skills.

However, compatibility can be overcome depending on the situation, and the skill gap isn't that significant, so it probably won't be an easy match for her either.

Just like in our previous close combat where I nearly won, this time too, neither of us will achieve an overwhelming victory.

But there was one problem with the current situation.

The problem of an unreasonable schedule.

"But seriously, having five close combat matches in one day seems really unfair."
"I don't think so though."

This is exactly why I call it unreasonable.

Originally, it wouldn't have been an issue since everyone had five matches, and pacing oneself was considered part of one's skill, so there were no complaints.

However, my opponent will only have her match with me tomorrow.

"Since that seems like cheating, I'll go easy on you."
"No need. You can go all out."

Of course, I didn't want to whine about it either.

My pride wouldn't allow it, and besides, the match started at 7 PM, so there was plenty of time to rest.

"Pacing is also a skill."
"I thought you'd say that... you never disappoint."

She smiled contentedly at those words, and I replied:

"Anyway, I look forward to tomorrow. Though I'll win, of course."
"Just make sure you don't lose before facing me, okay?"
"Don't worry about that. I may not be confident about beating you, but I'm confident about beating those guys."
"Didn't you just say you'd win?"
"That's just a figure of speech, you know."

***

After the practical exam, which was no different from before, the schedule everyone had been waiting for arrived.

The one-on-one close combat exams proceeded sequentially according to the schedule.

Despite the tight schedule, it wasn't too exhausting thanks to the short breaks between matches.

In fact, compared to our usual practice matches, these one-on-one exams were relatively easier to handle.

I was now heading to the assigned arena for my match against Leo, which would be my last battle in this time slot.

'I wonder how it'll go...'

Like Leo, Raycle wasn't in our party, but despite losing to me, he showed skills beyond my expectations.

So I was curious about Leo's abilities, especially since I heard he trained with Raycle.

Of course, since he mainly uses magic that isn't as threatening as Aelin's, I wasn't too worried.

With that mindset, I stepped onto the arena.

Then I greeted him, who had arrived earlier.

"Long time no see?"

Leo, with his brilliant hair that shone like the midday sun, even more radiant than Aelin's, answered with a faint smile.

"Not really, we see each other in class all the time."
"Oh... right."
"But... why are you my opponent? I don't understand at all. Do you know why?"
"How would I know? Ask the professors."

Compared to confident kids in our party like Chris or even Raycle, Leo seemed to lack confidence.

Despite having skills worthy of confidence.

"I'm probably going to lose anyway, so can I just surrender?"
"That would be... inconvenient for me."
"Unlike you, I'm not the type who enjoys this kind of thing."

When he said "unlike you," it seemed like he thought of me as someone obsessed with fighting.

"Still, if I surrender, those people will complain, so I'll bear with it."
"That's not for my sake... why are you acting like you're doing me a favor?"
"It's a win-win anyway."

With those words, Leo drew his main weapon.

Just by looking at the spear he pulled out, I could tell it was quite expensive.

The golden spear, not much different from his hair color, looked like it would boast impressive performance.

Leo gave me an annoying smile as he saw me staring blankly at his weapon.

"Jealous? Why don't you ask your rich girlfriend to buy you one?"
"Actually, my weapon is probably better than yours."

I summoned a sword that was not at all inferior to Leo's spear—in fact, it would be no exaggeration to say it was even better.

-Woong!-

Leo, just like me earlier, was staring blankly at my weapon.

I spoke to Leo, who had an expression that seemed to say, 'I want that...'

"You couldn't buy this even if you offered hundreds of billions."
"..."
"If you're jealous, just say so."
"When do we start?"
"Now."

I was looking at the referee coming up to the arena, and so was Leo.

Gloria, who had been overseeing my close combat exams since before, spoke to us.

"I didn't know you two were so friendly. I thought you weren't close since you never talk to each other normally."
"We're not close."
"We're not close."

We both denied it simultaneously, and Gloria looked at us with a pleased expression.

"We're really not close, seriously."
"Yes, I'll keep that in mind. Anyway, please get ready everyone."
"Let's start right away, I'm ready."
"Me too."
"You probably know the rules, but let me explain..."

We hastily interrupted Gloria.

"It's fine."
"This would be the fourth time hearing it... really."
"But I still need to explain..."
"Let's start."
"You come at me first."

We didn't want to hear the explanation for the fourth time, so we started the exam right away between ourselves.

I didn't want to attack first, but to avoid the explanation, I had no choice but to go in.

"Be careful."

I used [Swift] to close the considerable distance between Leo and myself.

Gloria seemed flustered by our sudden action, but it didn't matter.

Ignoring Gloria's surprised expression, I swung my sword at him, being careful not to touch his spear.

Since I hadn't surrounded my sword with the Abyss, it would be a bit dangerous if I got hit by Leo's magic.

-Swish! Swish!-

However, Leo must have learned [Swift] too, as he momentarily increased his agility to avoid my sword.

'This wasn't supposed to be a skill that just anyone could use...'

If Leo's growth rate was this high, it wouldn't be surprising if everyone in A-Class learned [Swift] by their second year.

After all, Leo was at the bottom of A-Class when we first entered.

"I have that too."

Leo seemed to have quite high mana reserves, as he kept spamming [Swift] to maintain that state.

I could do the same, but unlike Leo, I chose not to.

"That's not very efficient."

Continuously using the same skill not only reduces efficiency but also makes the body tire more quickly.

Leo must know this fact too.

Yet, he still chose that approach.

'Because he can't keep up otherwise.'

Leo's agility is by no means high.

So to maintain the same pace as me, who has overwhelmingly high agility, he had no choice but to use that method.

Of course, it was still insufficient.

I maintained the same pace, while Leo's agility was gradually decreasing.

-Swish! Thud!-

As a result, Leo was developing more and more openings, allowing attacks, and I was making those openings even bigger.

-Thud! Thud thud!-

Since using the sword could be dangerous, I attacked Leo using only my fists.

However, Leo didn't seem to appreciate this consideration.

"Are you looking down on me?"
"Yeah, I am. What are you going to do about it?"

Leo's current position was too ambiguous.

He was using a spear and magic without having mastered the basics of being a warrior.

"That's why you lose to Aelin too."
"Don't bring her up."

I couldn't help but be surprised by Leo's unexpectedly serious voice.

Leo, who seemed angered by the mention of 'Aelin,' suddenly pointed his spear at me with a serious expression.

"And stop going easy on me. It's annoying."

***

Albert and Leo.

Their match was a hot topic both inside and outside the academy.

Not only the academy students but also people who were normally interested in the Imperial Academy paid close attention to the match.

However, there were definitely people who didn't welcome such attention.

'What's the big deal about this...'

Aelin clicked her tongue as she watched those who were filming the match up close.

"Tsk..."
"What's wrong?"
"Why are they filming like that?"
"It's a big deal these days, especially your brother."

Albert had gained quite a bit of recognition due to the title of "the princess's lover," and both he and those around him were feeling the effects.

"That's true, but to this extent?"
"Of course. Haven't you looked it up online?"
"Why would I look that up..."

Aelin continued to look at her brother with a dissatisfied expression.

As expected, Albert was dominating the match, but his expression wasn't very good.

'What's wrong with him now? Wasn't he planning to go easy?'

Albert had been holding back, conserving his skills, but it seemed his mind had changed as he suddenly started to take the match seriously.

For the first time in this close combat exam, Albert activated [Mortal's End] and pointed his sword at Leo.

Then he said to Leo, who had suddenly smiled just like himself:

"You could die if you're not careful, so stay alert."
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From the moment Albert activated [Mortal's End], the already tilted balance tilted even further, and the match ended in less than 10 minutes.

The match became so one-sided that it made spectators cringe.

Ironically though, the participants themselves seemed fine, maintaining bright smiles throughout the match and even after it ended.

Naturally, the audience found their smiles puzzling, and finally, one bewildered spectator directly asked them.

"Why are you two smiling?"

Hearing the question, Albert let out a bemused chuckle.

"Yeah, why are we smiling? Do you know?"
"How would I know? Besides, what's with your ridiculously overwhelming strength?"
"Have you considered that you might just be weak? That seems more likely."
"You crazy bastards..."

The two conversed so naturally that one would doubt they were people who normally didn't exchange a single word.

"Leo, you need to practice your fundamentals more intensely."
"I know..."
"Want me to help? Despite appearances, I ranked first in fundamentals at the academy."
"No need."
"I was just offering."

Albert, firmly rejected, blurted out an embarrassingly lame excuse.

He seemed quite flustered, as if he hadn't expected such a resolute refusal.

And Leo, who had flatly rejected Albert's offer, made an unexpected request before leaving.

"Still, say hello when you see me later. It gets lonely being alone."
"Uh, what...? Huh!?"

Albert blinked as he watched Leo's retreating figure, heading somewhere away from this place.

Finding Albert's expression amusing, Aelin burst into laughter.

"What are you laughing at?"
"Ah... this is hilarious. His words were funny, but your reaction is fucking hilarious. 'Uh, what...? Huh!?' That's exactly what you looked like."
"Was he always capable of saying things like that?"

Honestly, it was surprising.

The kid who was always alone suddenly saying such things.

He seemed to be the type who gets quite lonely.

"Why are you asking me?"
"You're friends with him."
"We're not friends!?"
"Someone once said that strong denial is affirmation."
"Who says that? That's the kind of statement that makes me want to beat someone to death."
"Can't you speak more nicely...? There are a lot of people around..."

Aelin certainly treated others like they were invisible.

Of course, not caring about others isn't necessarily bad, but it couldn't be called good either.

'Usually it depends on the situation...'

But in the current situation, with people everywhere, it seemed bad.

Not just a little bad, but very bad.

"Does image put food on the table?"
"No, but it can take food away. Especially in times like these."
"...I'm going. Unlike you, I still have one match left."

After saying that to me, Aelin headed to another arena where her final melee combat would take place.

I quietly muttered while watching her retreating figure, which gave off a different feeling from before.

"I still have one match left too... But wait... Isn't that the direction Leo went? Or am I imagining things...?"

But what's important now isn't 'whether Aelin went in the same direction as Leo' but 'what I'm going to do next.'

My final melee combat was scheduled for 7 PM, leaving me with too much time to spare.

'Four hours left, enough time to clear at least three dungeons...'

While I'd like to clear dungeons, the grades for this melee combat test aren't determined by results alone.

Results are important, but so is the process—fighting well and giving your all, even if you lose.

Depleting my stamina before the melee combat would be a clear disadvantage.

So instead of clearing dungeons or swinging my sword at the training grounds, I chose to watch other people's melee combats.

"Where is everyone... They're probably all busy with their own matches..."

I set out to find our party members who were likely somewhere earnestly sweating, striving, and defeating opponents—or becoming sacrifices to others' efforts.

***

While Albert was searching for his party members, Aelin was looking for someone else.

She was looking for Leo, who had headed in a completely different direction from his assigned arena despite having a final melee combat with her.

"Ah... where did he go..."

Just as Aelin said this while opening the door of the dueling hall to step outside, someone's voice reached her.

"Aren't you going? It's about to start."

Leo was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, speaking with shameless audacity.

Aelin scolded Leo, who was striking a pose even in this absurd situation.

"Hey, are you crazy?"
"Why can't you understand what I'm saying? I'm forfeiting."
"Why on earth?"
"In the current situation, what percentage chance do you think I have of beating you?"

Aelin answered with a serious and cold tone.

"That's not my problem."
"It would be good for you to win without fighting... Cut me some slack. You know how embarrassing it is to lose in front of all those people."
"Forfeiting is more embarrassing, you idiot. You're a prince, don't you have any pride?"

Leo sighed deeply before answering.

"That's exactly why I'm doing this..."
"Your parents would prefer you to give your best and lose, right? No, they'd definitely prefer that."
"Yeah... I know. But can't you just let it go? I was planning to forfeit all my matches, but I came out because I said I'd fight him."

Aelin had felt for a while that Leo seemed to care a lot about Albert.

Of course, it was problematic that he felt reverence for him as a fellow warrior rather than friendship.

'He wasn't like this before...'

He definitely wasn't like this at the beginning of the semester, but seemed to have changed recently.

Seeing this, she could tell that Leo had definitely changed a lot.

As Leo just said, someone who would have forfeited all matches originally had now shown up for all four of his matches.

"Good. That's why you should do one more. If you're going to do it, do it all the way."
"..."
"Didn't you hear what my brother said earlier? That you're losing to me? It's the same now. You're always following behind me because you live so half-heartedly."

Hearing this, Leo let out an incredulous laugh and asked Aelin.

"Ha... This is ridiculous. I'm following behind you? How so?"
"In every way. Anyone can see it. Originally, the only thing you had over me was your face. But lately... I'm not even sure about that?"
"Seriously..."

Leo, seemingly furious from the continued provocation, approached its source.

Then he grabbed Aelin's arm firmly.

"Fine, let's do this."
"Uh... what...?"
"But why is your face so red? Are you sick?"
"Uh... no, that's not it..."
"Then let's go quickly, we'll be late."
"Wait, before that, let go of..."

Leo seemed not to have heard her words and returned to the dueling hall, still holding her arm.

"Ah..."

And Aelin was dragged into the dueling hall by Leo.

Numerous gazes fell upon the two as they appeared in the dueling hall in such a state, and Aelin found those stares burdensome.

However, Leo ignored those gazes and continued on his way.

"Hey...! Let go of this!?"
"What? Oh..."

He seemed to realize what he was doing only when Aelin raised her voice, and only then did he release her hand.

Then he apologized to Aelin, who was still glaring at him with a face as red as a ripe persimmon.

"Uh... sorry, really."
"You're... dead. If you can't participate in tomorrow's survival, it's not my fault."
"Hey... we're on the same team, you know?"
"Oh? So you were planning to participate? Well, too bad... you won't be able to."
"You two, stop the nonsense and get up here quickly."

From the supervising teacher's perspective, the two bickering below without coming up to the arena must have been quite annoying.

However, there were also people who viewed them with positive gazes contrary to those negative ones.

"They look really good together, don't they?"
"They sure do."

Albert and Aelin's friends were watching them from a distance with pleased expressions.

Albert, in particular, looked like an avid viewer watching a drama.

"So this is what it feels like to watch secretly?"
"Watching other people's romance is always fun."
"I know... I never knew it was this entertaining."

Albert could understand why Aelin always followed him around and watched whenever he went on dates.

And as he watched the scene, there was one person who kept coming to mind.

'My girlfriend must have finished her exams by now. I wonder when she'll come... Should I text her?'

***

The written exam period, which felt long to some and short to others, came to an end.

And the princess, who probably felt the allotted time of one hour per subject longer than anyone else, exited the exam hall with Amelia and Riel when all the exams were over.

"Your Highness, did you do well?"
"Of course."

Judging by Riel's bright face, she seemed to have done well too.

As the three were returning to the academy.

-Ding!-

Her phone rang.

Upon immediately checking the notification, the corners of her mouth rose involuntarily, and she had no choice but to quicken her pace.

-Um... when are you coming? Nothing's wrong... I just miss you.-
-I'm on my way~!-
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Amelia looked at her who was grinning at her mobile phone and asked.

"Who is it?"

The one who answered first wasn't her but Riel.

Riel spoke as if wondering why such an obvious question was being asked.

"Who else would it be..."
"It's Albert."
"What did he say?"

She answered the question with a smile that was like a full moon shining in the pitch-black night sky.

"That's a secret."
"You two seem to be growing more alike. I always felt there was something similar between you, but it seems to have gotten more pronounced lately."

Indeed, as Riel said, the two were becoming more and more alike.

And it wasn't just Riel who noticed this; the parties involved were aware of it too.

"That's not necessarily a bad thing."
"But about withdrawing from the close combat match... are you serious?"
"Yes, of course."

Amelia, who had been listening to their conversation, asked with a puzzled expression.

"Withdrawing? Why?"
"Well... anyway, Albert and I are on different survival teams this time, right?"

The overwhelming power they showed when they were placed on the same team during the last survival match.

And the incredible teamwork they displayed during the last battle. Because of this, the academy had no choice but to separate them for the sake of balance.

"This time? Were you originally on the same team?"
"Yes, we were on the same team during the midterms."
"Really... those people have no sense."
"So I think it'll be harder this time than during the midterms, which is why I'm giving up on the close combat match. Besides, I've already won all the other competitions."

It must have been an unavoidable choice to maintain her pace in such a tight schedule.

"And we do one-on-one matches almost all the time anyway."
"You must really want to win, huh?"
"Of course. And there's something... satisfying about beating Albert. He makes such a frustrated face when he loses, and it's kind of addictive."
"That sounded really perverted just now."
"You know what I mean, Riel."

Riel averted her gaze as if denying those words.

Then she muttered in a small voice.

"I wouldn't know, but if you want to see that expression, couldn't you just fight and win both matches? I think the Princess is more than capable of doing that."
"If I were to do it, I could probably win the close combat match, but what comes after is the problem."

While she had the upper hand in terms of skill, the issue was stamina.

She was relatively slow to recover, whereas Albert had such incredible recovery ability thanks to his [Regeneration] skill that it seemed almost inhuman.

Therefore, depleting her stamina first would be disadvantageous no matter how you looked at it.

"And it's much better to win on the big stage. In terms of grades, the survival match is far more important than one close combat match."
"Do as you please..."
"I always do. And I've already told the teacher in charge, so please let Albert know."

Riel couldn't help but tilt her head at those words.

If she had told the teacher about withdrawing, the teacher would have relayed that information.

"What should I tell him?"
"To do his best tomorrow, and that I'm going to win, so he shouldn't even dream of getting first place."
"Really... you do whatever you want."
"You just told me to do as I please."
"Why don't you tell him yourself, Princess?"
"Somehow, my conscience won't let me tell him directly, since I'm suddenly withdrawing after what I said yesterday."

Riel looked at her troubled expression and gave a faint smile.

"He'll definitely be upset. Alright, I'll tell him."
"Thank you..."
"You don't need to say that. Well, I'll be going now."

They had arrived at the academy, and she headed straight to the dormitory while Riel went toward the dueling grounds.

***

The final exam period, which felt both long and short.

Less than an hour remained until the start of the survival match that would mark the end of this period.

Perhaps because she had withdrawn yesterday, I was in peak condition with energy to spare as I greeted my team members.

"How's everyone else's condition? You all look fine just by appearance."
"Our team is just five people after all."

It seemed they had learned something from the last survival match, as the teams were assigned differently this time.

Instead of putting me and her on the same team, the number of team members was increased to five.

Of course, even with that, they couldn't fill the void she left, but each member's individual skills weren't bad.

'But of all the possible combinations...'

Looking at the members, it was a composition better suited for solo play.

'Reina, Raicle, Leo, Eve, and me... what kind of combination is this?'

It was a composition where synergy effects were nowhere to be found.

Still, these guys seemed to think this combination wasn't all that bad.

Reina urged us with a confident face.

"When we meet a team, each of us just needs to kill 50 people. Then we'll be first."
"Haha... There are five of us, right? Is 200 divided by 5 equal to 50?"
"We don't necessarily need to kill 50 each. If he kills 100, the rest of us can split the remaining hundred."

Despite Raicle's absurd statement, these ridiculous teammates responded positively.

"Oh~ That could work."
"Are we really aiming for first place?"

Hearing such words made me miss her even more, and her absence felt painfully noticeable.

I stared blankly at her watching me from a distance.

'If only I were on that team... that would have been nice.'

She was waving at me, and I waved back.

However, our teammates seemed to find our behavior distasteful.

"Hey, she's the enemy now."
"Haha... right, it's really absurd."
"Don't tell me you think we're inferior to the Princess?"

I answered Reina's question with a deadly serious voice.

"Isn't that obvious? What are you even comparing... you guys don't stand a chance."
"I knew it, but hearing you say it makes me feel bad..."
"I'm joking. Let's do our best. If we do well, we might win."
"You say whatever you want and then claim it's a joke?"
"Just take it as it is."

Reina seemed hurt by my words, but the other two weren't.

Instead, they paid more attention to what I said next.

"If we really do well, I think we can win. We have the advantage in individual skills."
"For that team, we just need to handle one person each. One of us will have to take on two people, but... well, someone will do it. Looking at it that way, it might actually be easier than facing other teams."

Of course, those statements weren't technically wrong, but they sounded wrong to me.

'In the end, I'm the one who has to win the one-on-one...'

The truth is, setting everything else aside, if I win against her in the one-on-one, we win; if I lose, we lose.

That's why my shoulders felt so heavy.

"Hey, do you believe in us?"
"I do too."
"This is why I say you guys are nervous."
"What can we do..."
"We are nervous, that's true."

I was more annoyed by their cool acceptance than by Reina's hurt feelings.

"I'll do as much as I can, so you all do your best too. If you win quickly and come help me, our chances of winning will increase dramatically."

Her defensive abilities are unparalleled, that's a fact, but she's not invincible.

Especially when facing me, where the skill gap isn't that significant in my opinion, her defense sometimes breaks.

In such a situation, if teammates who excel in offense, like Reina and Raicle, join after finishing their battles early, we could win relatively easily.

However, creating that situation was extremely difficult.

'First, everyone needs to fight one-on-one... and in that situation, the others need to win and finish quickly, and I need to hold out during that time...'

Thinking about it this way, it was practically impossible.

"Well, we'll figure something out?"
"It might be better to abandon that kind of thinking."
"Anyway, if we do well, we can win."
"What if they do well too?"
"They're going to do well anyway, and they have six people."

Even excluding her, their team members were on a different level compared to ordinary students.

Rachel, Chris, Briton, Allin, and Riel.

"But how are we supposedly stronger?"

While individual skills might be comparable, the issue was the team composition.

They had two mages, one tank, essentially a warrior-healer, and a sniper.

In a prolonged fight, we had no chance with this composition.

"In a short, decisive battle, we have the advantage."
"..."

I wanted to ask if that was easy, but I held back.

Team morale was just as important as member composition.

Reina spoke to me with a bright expression as I was holding back my words.

"And we specialize in that kind of thing."
"That's true, but..."

By that logic, the opponents specialized in preventing that kind of thing.

It was a battle between spear and shield, but the shield was too solid compared to the spear.

And getting hit by a shield hurts in its own way.

The current situation was not good.

But that didn't mean I was going to give up.

"Right, we've only practiced breaking through."

Just as our spear can't pierce everything, their shield can't block everything.

"Let's give it a try."

By the time I made up my mind, the current time was approaching 12 o'clock.

And the start time for the survival test was exactly 12 o'clock.

Looking at my wristwatch pointing to exactly 12 o'clock, I thought:

'We will win no matter what.'
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As scheduled, when the clock struck twelve, the trumpet signaling the start of the Survival event echoed throughout the Academy.

And we—or more precisely, all students of the Academy—were instantly teleported into the set where the Survival would take place.

"Where... are we?"

I expected to see the same scene we had witnessed during the midterm exam, but it was different.

Not just slightly different, but an entirely different space.

The tropical rainforest we had seen during the midterm was nowhere to be found. Instead, there was a highly advanced civilization's city.

"This is different from Lucerne... where exactly are we?"

We were standing in a city reminiscent of the imperial capital, Lucerne.

However, the buildings in this city seemed to have weathered long years of hardship, with green moss growing on their walls.

Some buildings had completely collapsed, unable to withstand the ravages of time.

Shocked by this unexpected sight, I asked them in confusion.

"Is it always like this?"
"The set changing isn't rare... but such a drastic change is a first..."

Even those who had spent years at the Academy found this scene unfamiliar and fascinating, continuing to observe the city.

Judging by the reactions of those who had been at the Academy since middle school, such a radical change seemed to be unprecedented.

"But we don't have time to worry about that."

Unlike them, instead of focusing on the city before us, I checked the map using the wristwatch we had been given.

Naturally, the map had also changed to match the set, and our current location was marked.

We were positioned not in the center of the city, but near its outskirts.

"But... what's this? These dots?"

Something strange had been added to the map.

At the center of the map—the center of the city—was a large blue dot.

And surrounding that blue dot were small red dots forming a circle.

"Stop sightseeing and check your maps."
"The map? Suddenly?"
"Just look."

Following my words, the others looked at their wristwatches and showed the same reaction I had earlier.

"What is this? These dots? There are red ones and a blue one."
"I guess there's something if we go there, but it's annoying they made something like this."
"I actually think it's good. It was too boring before. The set seems smaller overall too."

Raicle seemed displeased with the sudden change, but Reina felt the opposite.

And as Reina mentioned, the size of the set itself had been reduced.

It seemed they were trying to shorten the duration of the Survival by reducing the size and adding these additional elements.

"What do you want to do? Should we just go? There will probably be a lot of people."

With these features in place, students would naturally be curious to check out what these dots represented.

And those dots could potentially offer tremendous advantages.

'Maybe reaching that blue dot means victory... no, that would be too much.'

Even if not to that extent, there could be advantages like the set shrinking around that center point over time.

'It would be stranger if there was nothing there.'

Given that they marked it, there must be something.

Everyone who checked the map would know this, and that "something" was tempting people by its mere existence.

Of course, there would certainly be people who wouldn't fall for the temptation.

But we had no reason to avoid it.

"Let's go. Everyone agrees, right?"
"Do whatever you want..."
"I'm in!"
"Fine, I want to finish quickly and rest."
"Let's just hurry up and go."

Everyone seemed ready to face the temptation head-on.

I couldn't help but feel proud.

"Alright, let's go. Want to bet on who gets there first?"
"You always suggest things that favor you."
"I'm pretty confident, but I'd have to use all my magic."
"Just shut up and walk."

We maintained a cheerful atmosphere as we strode through the city.

We talked about various topics, occasionally bickered, and sometimes destroyed nearby buildings when bored—it was a series of quite enjoyable situations.

'When you look at it this way, it's actually pretty nice.'

Of course, I didn't know how that thought might change once combat began in earnest, but for now, it wasn't bad.

So I intended to savor this moment and feeling as much as possible.

'Before it changes...'

***

While one side was relatively free and cheerful, the other side was not.

The team she belonged to was already serious and facing a situation worthy of the title "Survival."

"Riel, please maintain at least 500 meters distance from the main unit, and when we signal, immediately climb to a high building to cover us. If you see other enemies, let us know."

It was a scene that would make Albert say, "Isn't that the right way to do it? Aren't we being too casual?"

Team 47, to which she belonged, was approaching the Survival with more seriousness than any other team.

"In the main unit, Briton and Chris will take the lead, and Rachel, Elin, and I will follow."

In a situation like this, matching positions as seriously as this team was doing was indeed most important.

Even with basic skill deficiencies, well-matched positions could exert power beyond original capabilities.

However, not many teams actually did this.

"Since we have plenty of magic users, Chris, please continuously buff yourself and fight at the front as much as possible, but avoid serious injuries."

As she said, this team was overflowing with mages.

But that was both an advantage and a disadvantage.

With only magic, it would be somewhat difficult to deal with warriors who had high magic resistance.

Therefore, the roles of people like Riel and Chris, who could inflict physical damage, were extremely important in this team.

Of course, she was also quite skilled with a sword, but not to the extent of using it in the current situation.

'Especially if the opponent is Albert... even more so.'

In fact, having only magic wasn't really a problem.

Even people with high magic resistance were still students, so their resistance wouldn't be extraordinarily high, meaning magic alone could resolve the situation.

But the problem was "that team."

That team was the opposite of hers in terms of offensive capabilities.

Except for Leo, they were all warriors who inflicted physical damage.

"But if we face Albert's team, Chris must give buffs to Briton without fail, and close the distance with us. Riel, please keep Eve, who might be hiding somewhere, in check."

If they weren't picked off one by one, they could block the attacks and win by stalling for time.

And if they defeated that team, first place would be practically guaranteed.

However, there were still variables.

'Those dots are a bit troubling...'

They were unexpected variables.

Not only were they suddenly introduced, but since this was the first time such things had appeared, they had no idea what they were or what influence they would have.

But she felt that Albert wouldn't avoid these variables.

Rather, he would likely play with them skillfully and turn the situation to his advantage.

Therefore, she couldn't ignore these variables.

"I have something to ask all of you."

The team members listened attentively, and she declared to them:

"I don't know where they are now, but that team will definitely head toward those dots."
"That's certainly true."
"What do you think we should do? Stay put and observe the situation, or head to the center like them and face those variables directly. Which will you choose?"

She didn't make the choice alone but left it to her team members.

And given the choice, the team members replied without hesitation:

"We'll leave it to you, Princess."

They returned the choice to her.

They believed.

They believed that even in this chaotic situation, she would make a wise decision.

But that trust must have been a burden to her.

This way, she alone would bear the responsibility for any foolish judgment.

But she wasn't crushed by that burden.

"Then let's head to the center."

Instead, she lifted that burden and pushed forward according to her conviction.

No one knows whether that judgment is right or wrong right now.

But at this moment, they and she believed.

They believed that the judgment she made—that they made—would be correct.

"As I said earlier, Chris and Briton, please take the lead."

They moved forward with that belief.

Cautiously, step by step, they approached a world full of unpredictable variables.
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I wasn't sure what she was thinking, but Reina, who seemed lost in deep contemplation for a moment, asked me.

"So, are we forming alliances this time?"
"What do you want to do? I just want to fight whoever I see. I'll draw my sword at anyone who appears."
"Well... that's so like you. What about you guys?"

Hearing that question, they paused from demolishing the building and answered.

"You really like alliances, don't you? Just kill everyone you see."
"I agree with that opinion."
"That's what survival is about. Last time was like a war, wasn't it? Everyone forming alliances. What kind of survival is that?"

I agreed with their opinion.

Last time was a bit excessive, after all.

And for some reason, everyone seemed thirsty for battle.

'I guess I'm kind of the same...'

Of course, there was a good reason for it.

I could explain my eagerness as having done nothing yesterday, but I couldn't understand why these guys were so desperate.

"I get why I'm like this, but why are you all so desperate to fight?"
"It's all because of you."
"I'll admit that."

For some reason, everyone seemed to agree with Reicle's statement.

But I couldn't understand why it was my fault.

"Huh? What nonsense is that?"
"It's because of you that we've become addicted to fighting. You're always fighting like that."
"You're blaming me for this? That's ridiculous..."

Even as I verbally denied it, I hated how I was somewhat acknowledging it deep inside.

'I guess it's true to some extent...'

I definitely do it a lot in normal times.

Enough that even I'm aware that I "do it a lot."

Of course, despite being aware of this fact, I have zero intention of reducing the proportion of fighting in my daily life.

There's no need to reduce it, and I shouldn't.

"But... isn't that a good thing? It's because I've been leading you like this that you've become what you are now."
"Ah... so you're saying our growth rate has accelerated thanks to you, is that it?"
"That's right, it's not completely untrue."

Perhaps because it wasn't entirely wrong, they didn't deny my statement.

And honestly, it would make even less sense to say it wasn't thanks to me.

"Well... that's true."
"It's not just 'true,' it's absolutely correct. Even though you're not in our party, you've helped us a lot."

When Reina acknowledged this fact, I automatically felt good.

But listening to the conversations that followed made my improved mood drop again.

"Not as much as you, though. I've resolved quite a lot on my own."
"So what? You're still weaker than me."
"How long are you going to milk that?"

It seemed like they were talking about when Reicle lost to Reina during the midterm exams.

I only heard about it through stories, so I didn't know the exact situation, but judging from Reicle's reaction, it seemed like Reina really did win.

'How did she win...'

At that time, Reina hadn't even met me yet to undergo her first awakening, so she wouldn't have had any unique skills.

And conversely, Reicle already had unique skills.

Reina won despite such an enormous difference.

'I'd like to see that... is there no video of it?'

I regretted not being able to witness that battle with my own eyes.

But fortunately or unfortunately, I wasn't sure which, that situation was about to unfold now.

Normally, I would have just watched their battle, but now wasn't the time.

"Anyway... stop fighting, we're almost there."

After walking for about three hours, we had moved quite a distance, and now we were very close to the unidentified red dots.

It seemed like we would arrive in about 10 minutes.

Such a bustling attitude wasn't good in this dangerous situation.

"Stay alert, we don't know who might appear from where at any moment."
"If anyone's nearby, Eve will let us know anyway."
"Right, that's why she's separated from us."

No matter how much Eve was moving around tall buildings looking for other teams, it was still dangerous in reality.

"Still, be careful. The city structure inevitably creates many blind spots."

There are many tall and large buildings, so enemies might be present even if we can't see them.

That's why we need to be as thorough as possible in our vigilance.

"Stay sharp, and attack immediately when you see them. That's our entire strategy."
"What kind of strategy is that..."
"It's a perfectly valid strategy, just a simple one."

In truth, we couldn't make detailed plans from the beginning.

All of us are strong in mobility and power, and we need to fight at close range.

So we have to rush in and engage in close combat no matter what.

In fact, if we don't do that, we'll lose.

Therefore, everyone was taking out their weapons to proceed with the battle quickly.

And in the midst of this, Reina, who was checking the map, raised a question.

"But these red dots seem to be moving?"
"Moving?"
"Their position is slightly different from before, and the number seems different too."

I immediately turned on the map to check the position of those dots.

'Oh... it's true.'

As Reina said, the dots that had formed a perfect circle earlier were now in the shape of a distorted oval.

And the number of dots also seemed to have increased compared to before.

Of course, we couldn't stop now, so we continued walking.

During this, I felt a rather familiar energy.

An energy that felt different from monsters was sensed nearby.

"Huh?"

I wasn't the only one who felt that energy; everyone present seemed to have sensed it.

And simultaneously, all our wristwatches rang.

-Ding-a-ling!-

Reina, who had been looking at her wristwatch all along, told us what that ringing meant.

"It says they're nearby? That building on the right ahead. Behind that building."
"Let's go."
"Run for now!"

Everyone seemed to have been waiting for this moment, and they started running at full speed toward that building like wolves that had found their prey.

"Seriously... it's like we're here for hunting."

I had no choice but to follow them toward that building.

"Hey! They probably know we're here too."

In terms of energy alone, ours was much stronger, so they would have noticed us already.

But these guys weren't thinking about such things and were entrusting their fate to their bodies.

"Ah... I hope it works out somehow, just not that team..."

Just as I was praying like that in my heart, Reicle, who had run ahead first, turned the corner of that building.

And at that moment, a deafening gunshot was heard.

-Bang!!-

With my heart racing at that sound, I ran toward the building as fast as I could, and as a result, I was the second to turn the corner of that building.

"Ah... as expected."

Contrary to the worries that flashed through my mind when I heard that gunshot, Reicle was still alive and well, and rather, the owners of those gunshots were in a dangerous situation.

Reicle, who had arrived first, had jumped into that group alone and was tearing through their formation by himself.

"Hey! Let's do this together."

I also jumped into that group with just my weapon prepared, like Reicle.

With Reicle entering alone, it could have led to a dangerous situation, but with my joining, the situation changed 180 degrees.

-Slash! Slash!-
-Thud! Thump!-

We mercilessly slaughtered the enemies in front of us, and the other team members who followed us did the same.

'But is this... balanced?'

Seeing this cruel and harsh scene, I couldn't help but think that.

We slaughtered them without receiving much damage, while most of them were eliminated immediately without inflicting much damage on us.

"See? I told you we'd definitely win if we just charged in like this."

As Reicle said, we won by just rushing in without thinking.

Unlike us, they had what appeared to be a proper formation, and they even knew we were coming and attacked first.

But the result was their complete defeat.

"Hey, did you see that?"
"But when did you undergo your second awakening?"
"Yeah, that's right..."

Given the situation, I didn't have time to think about Reicle's condition, but as Reina said, Reicle had activated another skill.

And not just any skill, but a unique skill.

"But why would you learn something like that..."

However, that skill, while fitting for Reicle, wasn't actually a good skill in practice.

"[Limit Break]."

That unique skill consumed half of the maximum mana and increased stats according to the amount of mana consumed.

It was a skill better suited for mages rather than warriors.

"That's why, damn it."
"Sudden outburst..."
"When did you learn it anyway?"

Reicle looked at the badges left by those who had just been eliminated and said.

"Yesterday, while fighting that guy."
"Huh? During the melee?"

Instead of answering verbally, Reicle nodded.

He was even wearing an arrogant expression that was uncomfortable just to look at.

"Now I'm no different from you guys."
"You just did it yesterday, what are you..."
"So what happened yesterday?"

Awakening can happen during one-on-one matches like that, or even while clearing dungeons, so I wasn't concerned about that.

However, I was more curious about the result of that match.

"What happened? Of course I won."
"So that's why you were talking like that earlier..."

I finally understood why his shoulders had been raised high since this morning.

"That's definitely good news, so turn it back on."
"Huh? Why? I don't feel anything particularly now."
"Of course you don't feel it, they're hiding."

Something had been watching this place, or more precisely, us, all along.

But that gaze was too crude to be human.

"Right, now it's starting to feel like a proper survival game."
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A rough and coarse energy.

Similar to demons, yet clearly different.

That sensation I'd felt millions of times before now coursed through my entire body.

"That's more like it."

The unmistakable killing intent, and the faint magical power emanating from it, was enough to make my heart race.

*-Woong!-*

I instinctively activated [Mortal's End] and ran as if entranced.

Toward those energies.

"Hey! Where are you going...?"
"Just shut up and follow me."
"Huh?"
"Those red dots are..."

The location of those energies matched exactly with the position of the red dots, and their numbers were roughly similar as well.

After running hard until my position marker on the city map touched those red dots, the true identity of those dots revealed themselves before us.

They were showing off their noble figures on the rooftop of a towering building, and I pointed at them saying:

"Those are them."
"Wolves...?"
"Not just any wolves."

Even ordinary wolves often have status windows since they level up by hunting and devouring many creatures.

That's why ordinary wolves are often classified as monsters.

But these wolves are on a completely different level from ordinary ones.

"Belly Wolves."

Golden eyes that contrasted with their pitch-black fur.

These monsters, with impressive claws and teeth that could tear through even decent steel, were staring at us with arrogant eyes.

"Looks like they're still pups though."

Belly Wolves possess formidable killing power even when not fully grown adults.

Fortunately, judging by their size, these were newborn-level individuals.

"How dangerous are they?"
"If they were adults, we'd have to run away without looking back."
"Huh? That serious?"
"Even worse than that."

An adult Belly Wolf, especially a strong one, has enough destructive power to appear as a boss in even S-low rank dungeons.

In truth, if they had been adults, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say we'd already be dead, but thankfully that wasn't the case.

"We can still take them though, since they're babies."
"Really? Then let's hunt them."

Everyone was fired up by my somewhat positive words, and I felt the same way.

However, there was one thing we needed to know when facing these monsters.

"And never look directly into their eyes."
"Their eyes?"
"Yeah, that golden color. Never look at them head-on. You could get eliminated right here if you do. And they're almost as fast as we are, so be careful."

The reason Belly Wolves are strong enough to appear in S-rank dungeons isn't because their stats are overwhelmingly high.

It's because of their unique agility and special abilities.

Even though these were practically newborns, their agility stats were only slightly lower than or similar to ours.

But that's not the Belly Wolf's true identity.

"Think of their eyes as having the same effect as my skill."
"The stat reduction?"
"Yeah."

A Belly Wolf's eyes are also one of the means to intentionally create intimidation.

And once affected by this intimidation, the effect lasts for at least 30 minutes unless one of you dies.

That's why Belly Wolves are classified as high A-rank monsters.

"But they don't seem to be targeting us?"
"Let's approach them this time. They seem content to just stay there."

Normally, Belly Wolves would approach and attack people even if they did nothing.

But these ones were just quietly watching us.

That was evidence that we were either similar to or stronger than them.

As I headed toward the building where they were, I said:

"They won't run away easily, so assume we're definitely fighting. And obviously, don't get hit."

***

At that same time.

In the direction opposite to the south where those who first discovered the identity of the red dots were located.

A brutal battle was taking place, and at the center of that battle was the team of one of the winners from the previous survival test.

"Come this way!"

They were only six people, but the number of opponents was overwhelming.

There wasn't any particular alliance, but they had encountered too many teams at once.

Moreover, those teams, like hers, had positions that were quite effective in this kind of fight.

"Aelin, please target the rear as much as possible."
"Yes...!"
"Rachel, keep watching the front line."
"Yes..."

Aelin and Rachel were among the top ten mages attending the Academy.

But even with their skills, they couldn't overcome the overwhelming numerical difference.

*-Crash! Clash!-*

She and Rachel had to block the enemy's front line from breaking through and support Chris and Briton, so they had no choice but to leave the attacks to Aelin.

However, the number of mages on the opposing teams exceeded 40, so even Aelin, who had an advantage in firepower, was being pushed back.

*-Bang! Bang bang!!-*

The good news was that thanks to Riel, who was sniping one by one from a distance, the opponents were being eliminated one by one.

Of course, despite that, she couldn't help but think:

'If Albert were here...'

Albert's absence was much bigger than expected.

If he had been on her team, he would have broken through into that crowd and cut off their back line.

Not only would they not be dragging out the fight like this, but they could have also identified those dots much faster.

And she wasn't the only one thinking this.

'If that guy were here...'
'If my brother were here...'
'If Albert were here...'

Everyone experiencing this situation was thinking the same thing.

But they knew well that such wishes could never come true and that thinking like that had no meaning.

They also knew that they had to fill that empty space themselves.

Instead of blaming that absence or the current situation, they accepted reality and pondered how they could fill that void.

And because they realized these facts and had such concerns, they could think:

'I just need to do a little better.'

Because they had such thoughts, they could maintain their concentration and fight even in such a tight situation.

*-Bang! Bang bang!-*

The main force struggled at the front, buying time, which allowed Riel to comfortably clean up the back line.

"It's been a while since I used a gun, so my aim is a bit off..."

Despite using a sniper rifle instead of her usual bow, Riel showed almost perfect accuracy.

The reason Riel was using a gun was simple.

"Still, the range is good, definitely safer."

In terms of power, the bow with its numerous related skills was superior to the gun, but the range of the gun was much longer.

And in a survival situation like this, range was much more important than power.

Moreover, most students now were at such a low level that they couldn't even react to bullets, let alone block them.

"They're all getting hit... but I'll have to use the bow later..."

While she could safely snipe now, the reality was that she couldn't do that when fighting students like Albert.

"It's fine for now."

Riel confirmed that the main force had finished off the enemy team whose back line had been cut, and as soon as she verified this with her own eyes, she packed up the equipment she had set up.

Then she quickly moved to the next designated location.

"Huh?"

After moving to the next location and finishing her setup, while scanning the surroundings for safety.

Familiar faces caught her eye.

"That team is over there... but what are those...? Wolves?"

They were hunting what appeared to be wolf-like creatures at a considerable distance from here.

"Should I take a shot?"

It was far, but just barely within range, and at this distance, it would be burdensome for them to come for retaliation.

There was no battle happening with the main force yet, so she had some leeway.

'Let's see how he reacts... but of all people, only he's visible.'

The others had gone inside the building after dealing with those monsters, and only Albert remained outside like that.

So she had no choice but to target him.

'He probably won't be able to react. It would be boring if Albert got eliminated like this...'

Riel was daydreaming as she aimed at him.

'Well, whatever works... goodbye.'

With that thought, Riel pulled the trigger.

*-Bang!!!-*

Since the target was stationary, there was no problem aiming accurately, and so the bullet flew precisely toward him.

However...

He instantly, and with surprising ease, dodged the bullet just by lowering his head.

He shouldn't have even heard the gunshot due to the supersonic bullet speed.

"Even if he heard the gunshot, it should be impossible to dodge... how is that possible?"

As if that wasn't enough, he was now staring directly at the direction the bullet had come from, exactly where Riel was positioned.

Then, with a leisurely smile in that situation, he slowly entered the building where his teammates were, leaving Riel furious at the sight of Albert.

"Ah! This is so frustrating! That expression...!"
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Reina was genuinely concerned about me, who had nearly died just moments ago.

However, the others reacted calmly, either from emotional detachment or pragmatism.

"Hey...! Are you okay? A bullet just flew by!"
"Don't make a fuss. He dodged it, so he's obviously fine."
"But who could it be? Anyone you can think of?"

If we're talking about the owner of that bullet, there was really only one person it could be.

If Eve had been here, she would have answered for me already, but since we had separated a while ago, I had no choice but to answer myself.

"It must be Senior Riel."
"Huh? That senior uses guns too? I thought she used a bow?"
"Her main weapon was originally a gun. She switched later."

Riel, who had always been an excellent marksman, still possessed such skills.

The distance between us was at least 5km, but Riel had aimed at me with perfect accuracy.

'Of course, I was standing still.'

Still, it was impressive marksmanship by any standard.

"Looks like they're in the completely opposite direction from us, at 12 o'clock. And judging by that distance, they're probably in the middle of something? Otherwise, they would have been closer."
"So? It's not like we're going to go join them."
"This is... frustrating."

The fact that they were occupied meant our chances of reaching that blue dot first had increased.

"Get up quickly, we need to go."
"Where to?"
"That blue dot. We'll probably be the first to arrive since we've been running a bit."

And most of the others would be blocked by the Belly Wolves, unable to advance further.

'These guys would have been in danger without me.'

Still, they could have each taken down about two wolves, so they would have made it through eventually.

Exhausted from fighting the Belly Wolves, they barely managed to get up and said:

"If there's nothing special there, I swear..."
"If it wasn't important, they wouldn't have marked it like that. There must be something there. Probably..."
"If there's nothing, I'm seriously going to hit you, just so you know."
"Let's just go and see."
"Yeah, I'm curious."

Among them, Reina, who seemed to have the most energy left, showed a positive reaction, but the others didn't.

"Fine... if there's nothing, I'll take a few hits."
"Really?!"
"Why are you so happy about that?"

Only after I said that did Raycle finally get up.

He seemed quite eager to land a blow on me.

"If there's really nothing there, I'm going to hit you hard, just so you know."
"That's that, but for now I'll take the lead, so just follow me."

We advanced little by little through blind spots where we couldn't be seen from where Riel had been earlier.

We couldn't move quickly because my teammates weren't in the best condition, but we still made decent progress.

Step by step, we got closer to the blue dot, and as we did, the surrounding scenery gradually changed.

When we finally reached the blue dot on the map, a strange structure came into view.

"See? There is something. Something we didn't expect."

There had been many buildings in the areas we'd passed through, but nothing like this.

'A forest of buildings' would be an apt description for the sight before us. The buildings were packed so densely that there was hardly any empty space, and they were connected as if they were a single structure.

Moreover, the building was emitting small amounts of magical energy, like a dungeon.

The sight filled us with bewilderment, which soon turned to fear.

Among the team members frightened by this sudden strange sight, Reina, who seemed the most scared, spoke up.

"Hey... this is kind of scary."
"Scary?"
"Yeah... we already encountered those creatures earlier. What if there are monsters even stronger than those wolves? We'd be eliminated immediately."
"That's true, but it might not be the case... How about we decide by majority vote?"

It was problematic to use just one person's opinion as the answer to this important question.

If that opinion turned out to be correct, there would be no issue, but if not, that "someone" would bear the responsibility alone.

Of course, I could just take responsibility myself, but I chose not to.

The reason was simply that I was "curious to see what choices these guys would make in this situation."

"I say we go in right now."
"I say we rest enough first, then go in."

So the opinions were split between the two options that Reina and I had presented.

In truth, both options involved entering the building eventually.

However, the former carried considerable risk, but if no one had entered the building yet, we would be the first to discover its nature.

The latter, on the other hand, reduced the risk but allowed other teams to potentially beat us to it while we rested.

"What do you think?"

There was no real need to ask.

Raycle and Leo were already slowly approaching the building with their equipment ready, and Reina asked them:

"Are you really going?"
"Of course we're going in right now."
"Why are you being such a coward?"
"I'm not being a coward... it's just safer..."
"Since when did you guys care about safety? Especially him."

As Leo said, we—and I in particular—had rarely prioritized safety.

Or rather, it would be fair to say we never did.

We always prioritized results over safety, and that's why we were able to grow at this pace.

In fact, my regression to this time period might also be because I strived and wished for the achievement of "seeing her again" rather than my own life and happiness.

I approached them, who prioritized results over safety just like me, and said:

"Now you're just like us."
"Don't lump me in with you. I'm doing this because I've recovered somewhat."
"Same here."

We stopped at the entrance of the structure and were all mentally preparing ourselves.

The magical energy that escaped through the cracks of the building brushed past our bodies and then returned to the structure.

The magical energy seemed bound to the building, not leaking elsewhere, and even if it did escape momentarily like just now, it would return.

"It's set up like some kind of dungeon..."

But it couldn't be a dungeon.

I had never seen a dungeon of this form, and creating dungeons artificially was impossible.

I took the lead and approached the entrance of the building, carefully opening the door.

-Creeeeak!-

When I opened the door, a scene that matched well with that city—the one devoid of any human traces—unfolded before our eyes.

But the difference from that city was that this place was somewhere we knew well.

"The Academy?"

I stepped into a place that looked remarkably similar to the corridors of our home, the Academy.

The marble tiles covering the floor, the wooden interior design, and the familiar lecture halls I had visited just this morning.

But this place, like that city earlier, appeared to have been untouched by human hands for quite some time.

"Is that a bug?"

The corridors and lecture halls were now home to wild flora and fauna, and these creatures were highly wary of the sudden intruders.

So far, no dangerously powerful monsters had appeared, and we, like those creatures, cautiously proceeded deeper into the building.

The further we went inside, the higher the level and number of monsters became, and we had no choice but to take short breaks now and then.

During one such break, Reina, showing how exhausted she was, plopped down on the dusty floor without even bothering to clean it.

"Hey... is this right?"
"I'm so tired... I told you we should rest first..."
"The fact that you can still say that means you're all doing okay."

The fact that they could still make such trivial remarks suggested they weren't that exhausted.

When you're truly on the brink of collapse, you can't say anything at all.

"Let's rest for about 5 minutes then."
"Are you crazy?! 5 minutes?!"
"You really are fine..."

Seeing Reina's dejected face and Raycle's apparent anger, I felt a bit guilty.

"10 minutes. No more than that. And 10 minutes should be enough. There are multiple entrances, so other teams might have arrived too, and they might not be taking breaks."
"You sure care about other teams... Are there any teams besides ours and the princess's that could defeat those wolves?"
"Think about it. There are 200 other people."

Given the numbers, they must have managed to defeat the wolves, even if some had been eliminated.

Of course, the space here was narrow, so they couldn't utilize all their personnel, but we still needed to hurry.

"From now on, I'll activate my skill too, so gather your strength and get up."
"Eh? Already?"

When I nodded, the team members gritted their teeth and got up from the dirty floor.

'They really don't mind sitting in such places...'

***

By the time some teams reached the center of the strange structure, others were just opening the entrance doors.

The woman at the lead stepped into the familiar place and said:

"This is a different scene than I expected."
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A different landscape than expected.

They advanced slowly through that ironic scenery—familiar in memory yet strangely unfamiliar.

The further they progressed, the stronger the monsters became, and since these monsters were quite high-level, they couldn't move quickly.

Still, being a team with proper formation, they could advance at a faster pace than other teams, including the first team that had entered this structure.

Of course, that didn't mean they could go without rest breaks.

"Let's take a short break here."

She was fine, but Briton and Chris at the front line were the problem.

After continuous battles, they were visibly exhausted—anyone could tell by looking at them.

Even now, after finishing combat, they were still breathing heavily with beads of sweat forming on their foreheads.

"I'm fine..."
"Me too..."

Yet even in such difficult circumstances, they still said such things.

They clearly showed that they put their safety and physical condition second.

"I'm not fine, so rest now. We've come this far because of your hard work."
"Yes..."

As she said, if they hadn't held the front line, the situation would have been much worse, and some might have already been eliminated.

However, they seemed unaware of the role they had played.

Rather than feeling confident about it, they seemed to feel guilty that the team was taking a break because of them.

"It's thanks to you all that we're still intact. Your performance deserves plenty of confidence."
"Thank you..."

With her continued praise, they seemed to be gaining confidence little by little and letting go of their unnecessary guilt.

Of course, they couldn't completely abandon those thoughts.

'If it were Albert, he'd still be going strong...'

That thought couldn't help but linger in their minds, and Albert had indeed already passed this stage with ease.

They didn't know this for certain, but they could guess to some extent.

However, they weren't given time to dwell on such thoughts, as she suddenly detected something and informed the team members.

"I'm sorry, but I'll have to take back what I said. Please get up right now."
"What is it this time?"
"This time, I think it's people."

The size and nature of those magical energies were varied, and their number easily exceeded the hundreds.

There was only one possibility.

"It's another team. Since they've made it this far, they must be quite strong."

After hearing her explanation, Aelin asked with an anxious expression.

"It's not that team, is it...?"
"There are too many of them. I'd say about 140 people."

Still, since it wasn't all 200 people, they could subdue them more easily than before.

Moreover, their physical condition wasn't bad since they had just taken a rest.

They quickly prepared for the upcoming battle, and as usual, Briton and Chris took the lead under her protection.

"In this location, we definitely have the advantage."

In such a narrow space, they had a much greater advantage with their excellent area-of-effect skills.

They knew this fact better than anyone, so the moment the opposing team came into view—

"Now!"

Aelin and Rachel unleashed the magic they had prepared toward the crowd.

Their unique skills [Blue Flame] and [Ray of Brilliant Light] instantly engulfed the enemy.

-Whoosh! Crackle!-

With 140 people crowded in an already narrow space, they couldn't avoid taking those spells head-on.

And not many could survive those incredibly powerful spells hitting them directly.

Most of the opposing team was eliminated after taking those two spells, and those who managed to survive were finished off by her.

As she dealt with those who survived the spells, she said:

"This combination certainly has many advantages in situations like this."
"What about other times?"
"It has many advantages in those situations too."

In truth, the current combination wasn't bad.

It would have been perfect if not for the lack of a warrior making the front line vulnerable and the absence of an assassin preventing them from targeting the enemy's back line.

The absence of a warrior and assassin was keenly felt, but they were able to overcome it to some extent thanks to Chris holding the front line and Riel's long-range assassination.

"There are some deficiencies, true, but you've all worked hard to overcome them."
"It was more than just 'some' deficiencies."
"We won't often fight without warriors and assassins in real combat situations anyway."

In fact, it would be more accurate to say there would be none at all.

Since warriors make up the largest proportion of hunters, battles without warriors simply don't happen.

Rather, there were far more cases where there was a shortage of priests and snipers, who were fewer in number.

"And we're doing well even just among ourselves. Let's keep working hard."

Those occasional positive remarks from her helped tremendously with the team members' morale, maintaining the warm atmosphere they had from the beginning.

While Albert's absence was certainly significant, each of them had used their own methods to gradually fill that void.

As a result, they had managed to fill that empty space to some extent and advance.

"We're almost at the center now."

Thanks to her hopeful words, the team members could muster their strength, and that strength manifested as results before their eyes.

They had splendidly overcome continuous trials and filled his empty seat impressively.

They had won every battle and managed their stamina fantastically throughout those fights.

They had just faced quite powerful monsters, but they appeared so composed that they could be described as perfectly fine.

Therefore, they could head to the center right away, but they couldn't.

"A wall?"

Some wall was blocking the path to the center of the building.

The wall was sturdy enough to withstand ordinary attacks without budging, but it didn't seem like it had originally been there.

The other walls were made of different materials, and there was a significant difference in hardness.

"That's strange..."

She said this as she approached the wall, and the other team members did the same.

Aelin stroked the wall, Chris put his ear against it, and she asked him:

"Can you hear anything?"
"Uh... yes, I can hear something like breathing."
"Then... at least there's something inside."

***

As I had expected from the beginning, something was indeed there.

However, it wasn't particularly welcome.

The feeling was similar to when I saw the Belly Wolf... honestly, it was much worse.

Looking at that monster, which was incomparable to the Belly Wolf as a single entity, I muttered:

"No... why is something like that here..."

It was a young specimen again, but this time it was extreme.

I couldn't help but be frightened by its enormous body, dozens of times larger than a C-rank Orc, and the formidable cold air emanating from that body.

"Ice Golem..."

The cold reminiscent of her magic gave me goosebumps, and team members were backing away in fear of its massive body.

Of course, they had every reason to.

Although it was a weak and young specimen, the fact remained that it was a monster that normally appears from S-mid rank and above.

"That's probably equivalent to a B-highest or A-lowest rank boss."

Even if it was a young specimen, it was too much for us to handle.

Therefore, the realistic choice was to run away first, rather than thinking about 'why is it here?' or 'how do we defeat it?'

And that's what we were going to do.

However...

"Why the hell is it blocked?"

As if the blue dot was some kind of trap, as soon as we entered, not only our entrance but all original exits were sealed off.

Team members were trembling in fear, and the monster was slowly walking toward us.

It was a moment requiring quick and wise judgment...

A moment when everything would be determined by my decision, I thought:

'What would Her Majesty have done?'

In truth, I already knew the answer to that question.

She would have told the team members:

'Let's try together. I'll support you.'

But that was only possible for her.

It was a method possible only for her, who had expertise in that area.

And I don't have such abilities.

I don't have the luxury to focus on others during battle or the ability to protect team members who might be attacked.

Therefore, I had to make a different choice from hers.

A method that suits me... and one that I can execute.

"Hey, just stay there like that. I'm not joking—really stay right where you are."

I transformed my sword into a greatsword and activated [Mortal's Last Stand].

Then I said to the team members I needed to protect:

"Until I kill that thing."
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'What I can do.'

I lacked the support abilities and leadership she had.

To be precise, I might as well say I had none at all.

Without such abilities, if others were attacked during combat, all I could do was watch.

It was especially true in the past.

Far from helping others, I could barely take care of myself and often ended up being a burden.

When I realized this fact, I decided to handle everything alone from that point on.

That's why I voluntarily left the party she had arranged for me, and because of that, numerous empty spaces were created.

"Empty spaces..."

I gradually filled those empty spaces with my own strength, and as a result, I was able to develop my current fighting style.

And there were a few things I realized from that experience.

That even empty spaces can be filled if you keep filling them bit by bit.

And...

'That there are methods I can use too.'

They're quite different from her methods.

But this was clearly one of the possible approaches.

If I couldn't protect team members, I could just fight alone, and if I could fill the resulting empty spaces by myself, that would be enough.

'Of course, it's a dangerous method.'

Since I have to shoulder everything alone, the chances of success are low, and the risk of failure is substantial.

But I was confident.

"It's always been this way, so why..."

The situation was always desperate.

But I've always solved all problems using that method.

And now, as always, I'll do the same.

-KEEEEEK!-

The Ice Golem suddenly howled.

Along with that loud cry, a cold chill brushed past my face, and I felt it throughout my body.

A chill that made my whole body tremble, but I could endure it well enough.

As I withstood the cold with my entire body, I muttered.

"Still warmer than [Absolute Zero]."

Recalling that unforgettable memory, I raised my sword.

Then I charged at the massive monster with all my might.

Seeing me rushing toward it, the Ice Golem moved as if it had been waiting and tried to crush me with its massive arms.

The arms swiftly came down on me, and I used my greatsword to block them.

-BOOM!!-

An ear-splitting noise from the tremendous force.

With [Mortal's End] activated and wielding a greatsword, my strength was at its limit.

Even so, I was barely blocking the two arms and was even being pushed back little by little.

'Really... stupidly strong...'

That brute force was beyond what I could handle.

But knowing this, I didn't run away.

Instead, I chose a different approach.

-Woong!-

The abyss that appeared on my sword seemed hungry, perhaps because it had been a while since it last emerged, and I spoke to it.

"Eat... that."

The abyss, appearing after a long time, devoured the Ice Golem's body as if it had been waiting for those words, gradually gnawing away at its solid form.

-KEEEEEK!!-

The Ice Golem, clearly being consumed bit by bit, screamed in terror and pain.

I didn't miss the opportunity and attacked the Ice Golem alongside the abyss. As a result, meaningful wounds were appearing on that massive body that had seemed impervious to damage.

-Thud! Thud thud!-

Given the opponent, it couldn't be devoured quickly, but that didn't matter.

The abyss's role was sufficient in stopping the Ice Golem's movements, and ending this monster's life was my responsibility.

"Really tough..."

The weakness of monsters is the chest where the magic stone is located.

If you target that area, even monsters with the toughest bodies and most powerful abilities would fall.

But targeting that chest wasn't easy.

Especially when facing a monster with an absurdly tough body like this one.

-Thud thud thud!! Thud!-

Still, after continuously targeting the monster's chest, cracks began to form on its tough skin.

It was much tougher than I had thought, but thanks to the greatsword, which excels in destructive power among weapons, and the abyss, which boasts invincible force against living beings, I was able to inflict significant damage.

With continued attacks, the initially small crack grew larger, and with a final blow using [Reinforcement]...

-BOOM! CRACK!-

The battle was decided with that final strike.

The Ice Golem, with its core shattered, could no longer move and fell helplessly to the ground.

"Finally dead..."

I extracted a large magic stone from the now cold corpse of the Ice Golem.

Being a young specimen, it was infinitely smaller compared to the average Ice Golem's magic stone, but still larger than those of most monsters.

However, something else caught my attention more than the magic stone.

I approached a certain box that appeared after defeating the Ice Golem.

"A box?"

It was a box with the same design as the treasure chests commonly found in dungeons.

With some anticipation, I placed my hand on the box.

-Creak!-

A truly familiar sound.

The box opened with a sound I'd heard countless times, and inside were items reminiscent of dungeon rewards.

"Potions... huh?"

The box contained various types of potions, including health and mana potions.

It's definitely a good reward.

Potions are as difficult to make as they are effective, and there aren't many people who can make them.

But looking at those potions, I couldn't help but think:

"All that trouble for just this?"

So the identity of the blue dot was these potions, and this structure was just a dungeon to obtain them.

I stared blankly at the potions I had obtained with such difficulty, and the party members who rushed over were puzzled by my reaction.

"Just this? Do you know how valuable these are? We could get a good price if we sell them..."
"But still... why are these here..."

Of course, the potions aren't worthless enough to be described as "just this," but somehow I felt empty.

However, it seemed I was the only one with such feelings, and the others showed positive reactions to the reward.

"These are probably here for us to use in battle. They're potions with good effects. There's a strength potion, an agility potion..."
"True... they'll be helpful."

Potions like these that directly affect stats can be quite useful and could serve as excellent variables in battles against other teams.

The process of obtaining this reward was too difficult, but the reward itself was decent.

'An Ice Golem to begin with...'

It was a monster that teams without fire-attribute skills would find nearly impossible to defeat.

Even I wouldn't have been able to defeat it without the abyss.

"Everyone, take one that you want."
"Huh? Is that okay? You defeated it alone."

At least they have some conscience, seeming reluctant to just take them.

"If you don't want them, fine."
"Are you really giving them to us?"
"Yeah, I don't particularly need them."

The truth is, it's not that I don't need them, but these guys needed them more.

It's more effective for them to raise their lower stats than for me to further increase my already high stats.

"This is all I need."

I took only the health potion from among those potions, and the other potions were amicably shared among our team members.

Reina, who lacked mana, took the mana potion; Raicle, who lacked strength, took the strength potion; and the others chose potions that could compensate for their weaknesses.

Just as we finished collecting all the potions from the box, the walls that had appeared when we entered this place disappeared.

"Oh, we can finally get out of here."
"Yeah..."

While the other team members were happy about finally being able to leave, I couldn't share their joy.

I asked the team members in a serious tone:

"What do you want to do?"
"About what?"
"Do you want to run? Or fight?"
"Huh? What do you mean..."
"We shouldn't meet yet..."

The moment all the walls disappeared, my status window reacted, and a message caught my eye.

[Absolute Loyalty has been activated.]

[All stats increase by 10% when with your lord (Elizabeth Michael).]

[Your lord (Elizabeth Michael) feels affection for her faithful knight (Albert Veros).]

Normally, just seeing that message would have made me happy, but not this time.

There were times when it popped up too often and annoyed me, but I had never been as angry as I am now.

'Talk about bad luck.'

The abyss had somewhat satisfied its hunger with the Ice Golem.

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly at the fact that we were meeting them in this state, and greeted my lord whom I hadn't seen in quite a while.

"It's been a long time, Noona."
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Though it was a face I had desperately longed to see until just yesterday, right now I couldn't feel the same way.

Still, I didn't show those emotions and spoke with a neutral expression.

"You arrived earlier than expected."
"That should be our line."

She answered with an incredibly relaxed attitude, and her team members mirrored her composure.

Except for Riel, of course.

Riel was glaring at me with an expression full of discontent, likely because of what happened earlier.

"That was quite dangerous earlier."
"Don't say things you don't mean, will you? I'm already angry about that."

Ignoring Riel's heated reaction, I pointed my sword at the woman standing at the front.

Watching my action, she smiled with satisfaction as she prepared for the imminent battle.

Unlike her, however, our team members were flustered.

"Wait... are we going to fight?"
"We'll have to fight eventually anyway."
"That may be true, but we're not in good condition right now, especially you."

Reina's words were true.

We hadn't had proper rest while rushing to clear this area, and in my case, I had just finished another battle moments ago.

But the same applied to our opponents.

Just as we weren't in good condition, neither were they.

It was obvious enough to see with the naked eye.

"You guys are fine, and that's enough. Besides, we have the advantage here."

Unlike us, her team had longer attack range and better positioning.

However, in this narrow space, those advantages were difficult to utilize.

"Just get ready."

After saying that to them, I used [Haste] to quickly approach her.

Then I targeted her at the front.

-BOOM!!-

My greatsword and her magic collided, creating a massive shockwave that served as the signal for the battle to begin.

Her team members targeted me as I charged in alone, but I avoided their attacks while focusing solely on her.

-CRASH! BOOM!!-

As a result, I managed to separate her from her team members as intended, creating a one-on-one situation.

Of course, this would have been impossible if she had been determined to stay with her team.

But she seemed to want this arrangement as well, moving as if she had been waiting for it.

"You seem quite confident?"
"Not particularly confident, but I have to try. If I can just keep Albert occupied, we'll win."
"We think alike."

We both believed that if we could keep each other occupied, our main forces would secure victory.

Of course, this situation was clearly more advantageous for our side.

Without her, their main force's defensive capabilities would drastically decrease, making it easier for our side to break through.

'They'll do well... I believe in them.'

The only concerning point was that we had four people while they had five, but I had no choice but to trust my team.

It was better to focus on my own battle, believing that our side would definitely win.

We were observing each other's movements, sizing each other up, and in that awkward atmosphere, I spoke first.

"By the way, why did you forfeit yesterday? I was quite looking forward to it."
"We ended up like this anyway, didn't we?"
"That's true."

She pointed her staff at me and said:

"Aren't you going to make the first move?"
"I wonder."

I was hesitant because making the first move rarely worked out well for me, but the truth was I had no other option.

I had no ranged attacks, and even if I did, they wouldn't be effective against her.

So ultimately, I had to charge in first.

'Let's do this.'

I charged at her using the same method as before.

The only difference was that I changed my greatsword to a dagger.

I approached using the dagger, [Haste], and the speed maximized by [Absolute Loyalty], but she read my movements.

She accurately predicted the direction of my approach, pointed her staff, and immediately cast a spell.

-SWISH!! CLANG!-

Her spell-casting speed was frighteningly fast.

The ice swords that appeared in the air with incredible speed targeted me, and I deflected those deadly weapons.

They were spells so intricate that one might doubt they were created by a human, but they were merely delicious prey before the unfathomable abyss.

"Still a chilling skill..."
"I need at least this much to be a match for you."

Having just consumed an ice golem, I couldn't use the abyss as freely as usual.

Still, even if the abyss consumed to its limit, I could still use it to enhance the sword itself, even if I couldn't use it directly.

To conserve the abyss as much as possible, I changed the form of my sword to break through her magic with the sword's own destructive power.

-WOONG!-

It was a sword of intermediate size, neither a greatsword nor a dagger.

I needed to maintain power, but I couldn't sacrifice speed either.

I needed enough strength to quickly destroy her magic and enough agility to move at a speed she couldn't match.

'This is... difficult.'

I continued to break through her magic and threaten her, but she blocked my attacks without even blinking.

She moved as if she already knew how and where I would attack.

And she seemed so adept at dealing with the abyss that it felt like she had no openings.

'Yes... this is how it should be.'

Her overwhelming presence instilled a sense of challenge in me and simultaneously reminded me of the old days when I admired her overwhelming power.

She was definitely a genius.

A genius incomparable to a half-baked person like me—I had always admired this genius who possessed talent that wouldn't lose to anyone.

And there was always a thought I kept in my heart:

'I want to beat her just once.'

I had defeated her several times in mock battles and practice, but those were purely practice.

And even those victories came when she wasn't familiar with the abyss; recently, my win rate wasn't good even in practice.

Still, I wanted to challenge her.

I wanted to defeat her when she was giving her all, and I wanted to make that "someday" today.

"When it matters, winning is all that counts."
"Pardon?"

I desperately wished to turn around this situation where victory seemed impossible.

And a message visualizing that wish entered my field of vision.

[Trait, Desperate Person is activated.]

[It provides significant help in achieving something you desperately wish for.]

[That strong desire makes you more agile and stronger. (Strength and Agility increased by 40% for 30 minutes)]

My wish was ultimately visualized and appeared before me, once again having a significant impact on achieving my goal.

I looked at the message and smiled contentedly.

"Now this should be more manageable."

Whether the effects gained from the 'Desperate Person' trait would lead this battle to victory was uncertain.

But the disadvantageous situation until now, where my health was depleting because I couldn't break through her magic—

It seemed more than sufficient to change that unfavorable situation.

"You look quite confident now?"

Unaware of the change that had occurred in me, she seemed puzzled by the sudden change in my demeanor.

I smiled brightly at her and said:

"It will be quite different from before, dangerously so if you let your guard down."

Then, to show her just how different it would be, I immediately resumed the battle.

Thanks to the effect of 'Desperate Person', my agility was sufficient, allowing me to use a greatsword that focused on power rather than a normal longsword.

I raised the greatsword above my head and brought it down, and she blocked the attack by creating ice with magic as usual.

-BOOM!!!-

***

A deafening sound.

That sound echoed throughout the building, which was much larger than they had thought.

And Reina, who heard the sound most vividly apart from the participants, muttered to herself:

"What on earth are those two... doing?"

But Reina, who was waiting for an opportunity to assassinate, had no time to worry about such trivial matters.

Concealing herself with [Stealth], she was targeting Chris, her primary elimination target.

'I can do this...'

Reina felt the pressure that she absolutely had to succeed in this assassination.

She felt burdened by being the one replacing Albert's role in the party and by leaving the main battle for the assassination.

Tense from the accumulated pressure, Reina looked alternately at her right hand holding the sword and her target.

Then, taking a deep breath, she recalled what Albert had told her.

'Just... believe, believe you can do it.'

After that, she pointed her sword toward her target.
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One day during a mock battle for survival training.

Reina, who had been struggling with the pressure of constantly handling important tasks, sought out Albert after the mock battle ended.

Reina remained silent, but he seemed to understand why she had come to him.

"Just believe."
"Huh?"
"Just believe, believe that you can do it."

Then he added:

"That's all you can do, and you have to succeed. It's probably not very helpful advice, but there's no other way."

Indeed, it wasn't particularly helpful in that situation, and those words alone couldn't eliminate her burden.

However, at the most critical moment, when the pressure reached its peak, things were different.

Now, by repeating that belief he had taught her—the belief that she could do it—she was able to ease her tension, if only slightly.

"I can do this."

Muttering those words, Reina activated [Lightning Speed] and [Swift].

The moment she used these skills, her [Stealth] was dispelled, and she entered the opposing team's field of vision.

They tried to stop Reina who had suddenly appeared, especially with [Lightning Speed] activated, but it was futile.

Her overwhelming speed was something that even Albert or herself might not be able to block.

With that speed, Reina precisely targeted her mark.

-Crackle!-

Sparks enveloped Reina's body.

Those brilliant sparks charged toward Chris at a terrifying speed.

Then came the sound of friction.

-Slash!!-

Everyone's attention focused on the red blood that burst forth with that sound.

Reina had sharply targeted Chris using her overwhelming speed, and he had no chance to take any countermeasures.

With his chest—specifically his heart—pierced, Chris lost consciousness and collapsed, immediately teleporting somewhere in a flash of bright light.

Reina watched this and said:

"Did... did I do it?"
"Of course you did."
"Well done."

Hearing her teammates' words, Reina let out a sigh of relief and finally put down her burden.

"Now things are a bit more fair."
"Tch..."

Chris had been the team's center in her absence.

Now that Chris had been eliminated due to their strategy, his team fell into confusion without their core member.

Conversely, morale skyrocketed for the team whose strategy had succeeded.

"This means we'll win."
"Stop talking nonsense and take the lead."
"..."

Even though they had only taken out one person, making it a manageable 5-vs-5 situation, the contrast in the two teams' emotions was evident.

The excited Raycle and Leo vigorously charged forward to resume the battle, while Chris's teammates responded with bitter feelings in their hearts.

-Thud! Crackle!-

Raycle's sharp fists and Leo's brilliant lightning struck Briton, while Eve supported them from behind.

Reina also drank a mana potion and immediately joined the battle.

With heightened morale, they actively pushed against their opponents, and their actions led to good results.

Briton, who had been holding the front line with Chris, couldn't block their attacks alone.

"Kind of pitiful, isn't it?"

Briton's shield, despite being described as invincible, shattered, and he received numerous attacks.

Of course, even with the shield that was responsible for his defensive capabilities gone, he didn't immediately get eliminated thanks to his inherent defensive strength.

However, with even his shield broken, he couldn't continue tanking for long.

Just as Briton was about to be eliminated, Raycle's fist flew toward him.

-Thud!!-

Raycle looked at what his fist had connected with.

"Huh?"

Normally, Briton should have been eliminated after taking that attack, but that didn't happen.

What Raycle's fist had connected with wasn't Briton.

And what had blocked his fist in Briton's place was enough to reverse the current situation.

"No way..."

What Raycle saw, what had just blocked his fist, was a large chunk of ice, and that ice reminded everyone of someone who had been missing until now.

Those who saw the ice chunk turned their gaze in the direction it had come from, and at the end of that gaze was someone some had been hoping for, and others had been worried about.

"Princess!"

There she was, breathing heavily and clutching her right arm, which was streaming with red blood.

She seemed quite exhausted from her fierce battle with Albert.

Her teammates, including Aelin, approached her.

"Did you win!? You won, right!?"
"Of course... that's why I'm here now..."

She lost her balance and sat down on the ground as she continued speaking.

"But... I'm in terrible shape..."

After that, she leaned against the wall, catching her breath and resting in that state.

"My mana is almost depleted, but... I can still help a little."
"You don't need to push yourself so hard..."

After hearing those words, she checked the condition of her teammates.

Then she revealed the reality to her teammates who were saying such things.

"Without me, don't you think we'll lose...?"

Her words reflected the reality of the situation.

The core members of the team, Chris and her.

One had already been eliminated, and the other was in a state that could be considered combat-incapable.

"I can manage about three more times... and please look ahead now instead of at me... if we stay like this any longer, we're in real danger."
"Yes!"

Those who confirmed her combat-incapable state rushed in quickly, trying to end the situation before she could recover.

However, her team wasn't just going to take it passively.

They could receive her help, though limited, and above all, their morale had returned.

"Could... someone please block those bullets in front of me..."

Of course, since she was unable to move, they had no choice but to fight while protecting her, but it wasn't too much of a problem.

Briton, who once again used [Invincible Wall], protected her, while Rachel, Aelin, and Riel attacked the enemy's front line from a distance.

Those who had been recklessly trying to eliminate her couldn't avoid their magic and bullets, and so they continued the battle while taking those attacks.

-Thud! Thud!!-

Briton, who was taking all their attacks, couldn't hold out much longer, but the same was true for the opponents.

As the war of attrition dragged on, she raised her delicate hand—now stained with red blood due to the situation—and held up her staff.

She then aimed at Raycle, who could be considered the enemy's core, and cast a spell.

-Crack!!-

That ice, formed in the shape of a sword at tremendous speed, soon flew toward Raycle.

Distracted by Briton, he didn't even realize something was flying toward him until the ice sword wounded him.

"Ugh...!"

Pierced by the sword, Raycle seemed confused by the sudden attack and staggered, unable to maintain his balance properly.

"Now... you know what to do?"

Her teammates concentrated their firepower on Raycle as if they had been waiting for this moment, and Raycle had no choice but to take those attacks helplessly.

-Whoosh! Crackle!-

Rachel's [Blue Flame] and Aelin's [Electric Magic] engulfed him, and Riel's sniper shot hit with precision.

Taking all those attacks at once, he teleported away in a bright light, just like Chris had earlier.

And she watched the scene with admiration.

"Now... your teamwork is good. I guess my hard work teaching you paid off...?"

As she said, their team movements noticeably improved as soon as she joined the battle, leading to Raycle's elimination.

"It should be easier now. Princess, you can rest now! We'll handle it ourselves!"
"Indeed, I can rest more comfortably now."

Aelin showed confidence with good reason, and she was relieved at having eliminated the enemy's key figure.

In fact, from the moment Raycle was eliminated, the opponents began to lose strength and crumble, allowing them to secure victory easily.

After achieving victory, they enjoyed a sweet rest period.

"I knew we could count on you, Princess!"
"But... it was such a difficult win... I don't feel like I did particularly well."

Indeed, while she had won in the end, the margin wasn't that significant.

As evidence, she had joined the battlefield in a state where she could barely move due to her injuries.

"That's enough."
"We would have lost if we had just fought 5 vs 6 from the start."
"It's all thanks to you all... If I had won but you had lost, we would have lost overall."

As she said, victory was possible because she had won and the main force had bought enough time.

"Now we can take it a bit easier."

After Albert's team—considered the strongest team besides theirs—was eliminated, her team gained the upper hand and dominated the other teams.

And after that, without any further twists, they claimed the championship.
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"Huh...?"

I opened my eyes to see a familiar ceiling.

For someone like me who gets injured quite often, it was a sight so familiar that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I saw it almost daily.

I very slowly raised my body, which was worn out with fatigue.

"Ugh..."

Sharp pains shot through various parts of my body.

Only after feeling those pains did I realize why I was here.

"Ah... I lost after all."

And only after realizing that fact did the memories come back to me.

After receiving the effect of 'Desperate Person.'

I had managed to narrow the considerable gap between us, but that was all, and it didn't lead to victory.

"I feel... a bit sorry."

Because of my defeat, she would have joined the battlefield, and because of that, our team members would have been eliminated as well.

The guilt from that fact was substantial.

'I should at least apologize...'

With such bitter thoughts, I got up from the infirmary bed, when someone spoke to me.

"Don't move yet, stay seated."

A warm voice like the spring sunshine, and the owner of that voice soon revealed herself.

An elegant and pure appearance that harmonized well with that voice.

And a sensual figure whose shape was clearly visible even under the plain nun's habit that seemed somewhat mismatched with her appearance.

She gave an impression both similar to and completely different from Lilith.

"Hello? Is this our first time meeting?"
"Yes... it's our first time."
"Do you know... my name?"

Of course I knew who she was, and I had actually seen her before.

Being on the opposing side, I could count on one hand the number of times I'd seen her directly.

"Ariya Charlotte... ma'am."

Hearing her full name, Ariya smiled with an expression as gentle as her voice and said:

"You can just call me 'noona'."
"That's a bit... difficult, quite difficult actually."
"Then just call me Ariya..."

I spoke to Ariya, who looked dejected after hearing my firm refusal.

"But... why are you here?"

Ariya was on a different level from other ordinary nuns.

She wasn't someone who should be here treating injured students like this.

"Am I not allowed to be here?"
"That's not it, but you're a Saint... after all. And given the current situation..."

Moreover, right now it was clearly a wartime situation.

Until recently, battles had broken out in two locations, and even now, though perhaps not large-scale, fighting would still be continuing at the front lines.

In such a situation, with not only the hero Amelia but even the Saint Ariya at the academy, I couldn't help but question it as a citizen of the Kainis Empire.

"I'm not the only priest at the front, and I'm only here like this today, I'll be leaving right away."
"Don't tell me... you came because of today's survival test?"
"That's right."

Looking out the dark window, I asked Ariya:

"What time is it now? And how long have I been like this?"
"It's 1 AM now, and not long. Originally, you should have been bedridden for at least three days given your condition, but strangely, your recovery speed is fast."

My entire body would have been frozen due to her magic and the [Absolute Zero] I was hit with at the end.

And from that state, my body had almost fully recovered in just five hours.

"That's a relief."

As I sighed in relief, Ariya, who had been pondering something, asked me:

"By the way... I guess it's true that you're dating the Imperial Princess?"
"Of course it's true, but why suddenly?"
"Not suddenly—she was here until just now."
"Ah..."

I was severely injured, but so was she.

Hearing those words from Ariya's mouth, I suddenly became concerned about her well-being.

"Is the Imperial Princess alright?"
"You're worried after being the one who injured her?"
"Of course, I'm actually more worried because I was the one who did it."

Hearing that, Ariya smiled contentedly and said:

"Of course she's fine. I can heal most injuries anyway."
"Thank you."
"Huh? Uh..."

When I expressed my sincere gratitude, Ariya was momentarily flustered, and it was visibly noticeable.

"Why are you acting like that?"
"Ah... it's nothing."
"Then may I leave now?"

The current time was 1 AM, so whether I returned to the dormitory or just slept here wouldn't make much difference, but still, sleeping here felt a bit awkward.

Especially with Ariya here.

However, Ariya didn't allow me to return to the dormitory.

"That's not possible."
"Pardon?"
"Even though your recovery speed is faster than others, you still need to rest now."
"So... I have to sleep here?"
"That's right."

Ariya looked at me with my disgruntled expression and stood up from where she was sitting.

Then, approaching the infirmary door, she continued:

"Don't worry about that. I'm leaving now too."
"Yes... goodbye, and see you next time."
"Next time...? Ah~ You're coming with us too, right? With the Imperial Princess?"
"Yes, somehow it ended up that way."
"Must be disappointing?"
"Excuse me...?"

For a very brief moment, I racked my brain intensely.

'Is she implying what I think she is...?'

The reason for this mental exercise was to find any other possible interpretation.

But I couldn't think of any other possibility.

And with Ariya's next words, that possibility turned into certainty.

"You probably wanted to go just the two of you."
"So that is what you meant..."

The saying "assumptions can kill" exists for a reason.

Seeing my reaction, Ariya spoke in a voice that somehow seemed excited:

"I could give you space if needed... but the others are the problem."
"You don't need to give us space, His Majesty the Emperor is coming too, so we can't do anything like that anyway."

Ariya gave me a meaningful look and asked:

"Anything like that? What do you mean?"
"Who knows..."
"Are you into that kind of thing? The Imperial Princess must have it tough~"
"For 'that kind of thing,' we've only..."
"Only?"

Ariya had the face of a child who had discovered an interesting toy.

Looking at her, I said:

"We've only held hands so far."
"Huh? Haven't you been dating for quite a while?"
"You might think this is an excuse, but I don't want to rush things."

Of course, it was also true that because I cherished her so much and thought she was precious, I unconsciously acted timidly when being physically intimate with her.

But what I just told Ariya—that "I don't want to rush things"—was also true.

"Otherwise, it would be too empty."
"Is... that so? That's a bit unique..."
"Unique?"
"I meant it in a good way. Anyway, I'm going now, okay? Get some rest."

Ariya opened the infirmary door and continued:

"After a good night's sleep, you should be able to move normally tomorrow."
"Yes... thank you."

After that, Ariya turned off the lights in the infirmary and disappeared.

-Click!-

The dull sound of the light switch.

As soon as that sound entered my ears, the lights that had been brightly illuminating the infirmary went out.

"I should... go back to sleep."

Although I had just woken up, I wasn't not tired.

Rather, perhaps because of my physical condition, I was so tired that I could fall asleep again despite having just woken up.

As soon as I lay down on the bed, my eyes closed automatically, and my consciousness became hazy.

'Feels like I did a lot today...'

In reality, all I had done was the final exam survival test, but it felt like I had done many things.

'I'll have to work hard again from tomorrow...'

With that thought about what I needed to do tomorrow just before falling asleep, I felt like the day had finally ended.

***

-Chirp! Chirp!-

The sound of sparrows singing, which decorated the beginning of each day, could be heard.

I woke up to that clear yet noisy sound.

Then I stretched and yawned languidly at the same time.

"Yaaawn..."
"Wow... your expression just now... I should have taken a photo."

The owner of the voice that came with my yawn was Elin, who had been my enemy until just yesterday.

Elin was lying on another bed in the infirmary, looking at her phone.

"Why are you... lying there like that?"
"Why did you lose?"
"Ah... damn... did you come here to say that?"
"I'm joking, joking."

She certainly seemed skilled at being sarcastic.

I'd like to give her a good smack, but that wasn't possible in reality.

"So why did you come, this early in the morning?"
"Just... because I was bored."
"Ah..."

As always, Elin seemed unable to speak the truth even if it killed her.

I spoke to her in a tone that suggested I knew everything:

"You could just say you were worried, why so..."
"That's not it, okay? Don't make assumptions on your own."
"Ah... is that so?"

Normally, I would have said something like "Just admit you were worried," but Elin's reaction was so serious that I couldn't say such things.

"Yeah, actually, I have a favor to ask you."
"What is it...?"
"It's... nothing big... you know, that person."
"That person?"
"That... the one who was on your team in the survival test."

The people who were on our team in this survival test were Reina, Rakel, Eve, and Leo.

And among them, there was only one person Elin didn't use honorifics for.

"Leo?"
"Yeah..."
"So?"
"Do you... happen to know his number?"
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"His number? I don't know it..."
"Huh? You don't know?"

When I nodded, Elin looked quite flustered.

"But you're in the same class..."
"What does that have to do with anything? We're in the same class, but we weren't particularly close."
"You really don't know?"
"No, but why?"

I was curious why Elin, who was closer to Leo than I was, didn't have his number, and also why she was asking.

"Um... I just need it..."
"You need it?"
"Yeah..."

Both her attempt to hide the reason and her embarrassment seemed suspicious.

I asked Elin with a hunch.

"Could it be... you like him?"
"Huh? What!? It's not like that!?"
"Then why...?"

Honestly, if it wasn't that, there wasn't really any reason for her to know his number.

If she had other business with him, she could just ask him directly.

"Well... summer vacation is coming soon, right?"
"Yeah... that's right."
"So I was wondering if he's coming with us..."

That forced excuse.

Seeing her like that gave me an odd feeling.

I got up from the bed and said to Elin.

"If you're interested, you should ask him yourself. I don't know."

Then, just like Ariya yesterday, I continued speaking as I walked out of the infirmary.

"Besides, he seems to like you too."
"No... hey! I told you it's not like that!?"

I deliberately ignored her faintly audible angry voice as I left.

Once I was far enough that Elin couldn't hear me, I muttered quietly.

"That's something you should do on your own."

The truth was, I did have his number.

During the survival event, we were on the same team, and since we'd gotten a bit closer recently, I knew his phone number.

But I hid that fact from Elin.

'It's no fun if I spoon-feed her everything.'

Watching from the sidelines was so entertaining that those words came out unconsciously.

Besides, even without my help, someone like Elin would figure it out on her own.

"More importantly..."

Right now, what mattered more was where our team members were.

Of course, since they were all in the habit of training every day, their location was predictable.

"They must be there..."

Today was Saturday, beloved by all.

But for us, it was a bit awkward.

The reason was...

"As expected, they're here..."

On our schedule, Saturday was the day for mock battles, and as I predicted, our party members were gathered at the dueling grounds conducting practice matches.

I sat on a bench near the arena where the mock battle was taking place, blankly watching them.

"Hmm... I feel like I just kept losing."

Seeing her easily handle all the party members by herself made such thoughts flood my mind.

'Was it a fight I couldn't win from the beginning?'
'Did I actually do well?'

Her performance was so impressive that such thoughts naturally arose.

Even though she had been injured so badly yesterday.

"Oh... it's over."

While I was spacing out, the mock battle had ended, and they were already approaching me.

They came toward me.

Among them, she was almost running, clearly in a hurry.

"Um... are you okay?"
"Yes, I'm fine... but what about you, noona?"
"Ah... I'm fine too."

Something about her attitude as she said this seemed strange.

She seemed both flustered and embarrassed.

"That's good then."
"By the way, did you meet the Saint yesterday?"
"Yes... briefly when I woke up. But she left right away."
"We'll see her again soon anyway."

With summer vacation approaching, we'd be able to see her again soon.

As that thought crossed my mind, I naturally had an idea.

'Should I use that?'

Saint Ariya.

Ariya, befitting her title as a Saint, must have many rare and overpowered skills.

Area healing, buff skills—she had incredible skills that only she possessed.

Of course, those skills didn't really suit me.

'It's tricky... I wonder if she can give skills...'

It would be better if she could give skills, but the very idea of transferring skills was absurd.

Though, the idea that I could make someone else's skill my own was equally absurd.

While I was thinking about this, someone who, like Ariya, was a potential target for my [Returner's Privilege] spoke to me.

"Hey!? Are you okay?"
"At least better than you right now."

Reina was covered in wounds from the mock battle earlier.

It felt quite strange to be asked that by someone who should be heading to the infirmary or getting treatment from Chris right away.

"Me? This much is... nothing."
"Chris, hurry up and treat her."
"Wait, let me finish myself first."

Chris was also injured similarly to Reina, and he was treating his own wounds first.

Not just those two, but everyone else was similarly injured from their intense fighting.

The fact that she alone had inflicted all these injuries made me newly appreciate her incredible skill.

"Everyone's working hard from the morning."
"Aren't you going to join?"
"Of course."

Since the day before yesterday, I had unavoidably neglected training.

So from today, I needed to train properly.

However...

"Just rest today."
"What?"
"Don't push yourself and rest until today. This is not a request but an order. An order as the party leader."

It took me a moment to process those thunderbolt-like words.

"You... want me to rest?"
"Yes, just for today. This is not a request but an order. An order as the party leader."

With her putting her foot down like that, there was really no way around it.

"Alright... I understand."
"And yesterday... you did really well. Honestly, I thought I'd win easily, but I almost lost."
"I still have a long way to go."

But it was true that I had nearly caught up to her level.

At the beginning, there was a huge gap between us.

However, even if we were almost equal, a loss was still a loss.

Moreover, it was a recent loss on the big stage of the final exam survival event.

"So... you lost after all."
"I'm sorry for losing."
"Is saying sorry enough?"

Chris's nagging continued, and the more I heard it, the more my guilt grew.

"But... it was really close."
"We almost won, by a score of 4 to 5."
"We lost by such a narrow margin..."
"Yeah... I guess we were bound to lose from the start..."

Chris seemed to be somewhat resigned about yesterday's events and was focusing on treatment instead of continuing our conversation.

And in place of Chris, Rachel spoke up.

"It did seem that way. The Princess was also on the verge of collapsing."
"What does it matter... we still lost."
"Don't be so hard on yourself. We were at a disadvantage from the start. We were outnumbered 5 to 6, and the Princess was on their team."

Rachel was right that we were at a disadvantage.

But that doesn't mean our loss should be considered inevitable.

"If we had done better, we could have won, especially me."
"You're still so strict with yourself."
"Because I'm the one who performed poorly."

Since the main team won despite having one fewer member, I couldn't blame them.

"I need to work harder."
"You're so... intense. But..."

Rachel glanced at her for a moment before asking me.

"What are you doing during the vacation?"
"Vacation...? I have some business to attend to."
"Business?"
"Yeah, really important business."

Restoring the balance of power that had collapsed.

It could be said to be determining the future of the Kainis Empire.

Though I wouldn't be handling it directly.

"What about you?"
"Me? I'll be going back for a while."

It seemed Rachel would be returning to the Orion Kingdom during the vacation.

Hearing this, Reina said:

"I'm going with her. Jealous?"
"You... why?"
"Just visiting a friend's house."
"Don't just play around—train hard and clear dungeons regularly."
"Ah~ That's enough nagging~"

Of course, people like Reina and Rachel would do that without being told.

They were already accustomed to that training routine.

"You two definitely don't need reminding. What about the rest of you?"

Briton, Chris, and Eve told me what they would be doing during the upcoming vacation.

Briton said he would be spending time with his family, and Chris said he would be going to the front lines with his father.

But Eve...

"I don't have any plans."

To Eve, who had no plans, Chris made a good suggestion.

"Then want to come with me? It'll be good field experience."
"Oh? Should I? I'll ask if it's okay first."

Given how much freedom Eve's family allowed her, they would probably permit it.

It seemed that during the vacation, everyone would be going their separate ways.

"I hope you all work hard and get injured a lot."
"That sounds... a bit off?"
"I mean work so hard that you push your limits."

Hearing what each party member would be doing during the vacation made me look forward to it even more.

And the same went for the journey I would take with her.

Of course, there would be many people coming along, but it would still be a journey with her.

I looked at her, already up on the arena preparing for another mock battle, and muttered:

"I wish it would come sooner..."
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Some said it was long, others said it was short—those two weeks.

That time passed in the blink of an eye, and the long-awaited vacation day finally arrived.

"Time really is dragging on."

Maybe it was just my mood, but it felt like those two weeks had stretched out like two months.

That's how long the time felt to me.

'It wasn't like this before...'

In the distant past, I used to experience a year as if it were just a week—the complete opposite of what I was feeling now.

Of course, if someone asked which was better, I'd definitely say it's the present.

"Already vacation time?"
"Finally vacation time."

The girl sitting next to me seemed to be a different case from me.

"Didn't it go by quickly?"
"I'm not sure... More importantly, when will this end?"
"How would I know?"

The insufferable closing ceremony that seemed to drag on forever.

It was even that same tedious time we had experienced during the entrance ceremony.

Everyone was sighing deeply at the principal's increasingly lengthy speech, and I was no exception.

"Listen carefully, it's all good advice."

Of course, there were exceptions.

She, at least, was attentively listening to his words.

"Uh... yeah... it's all good advice."
"You're not even listening..."
"That's just your impression."

Though I didn't want to listen, I decided to give it a try.

-Students, don't just play during your vacation. Study and improve your skills as well.-

It was certainly predictable content.

However, his final words were worth noting.

-And in the second semester, first-years will have their field trip, and third-years will have their graduation exam, both major events, so please prepare well. That is all.-
"Field trip?"
"Think of it as just going out for fun. We'll visit places like forests and historical sites."

I knew about the graduation exam in the third year, but I wasn't aware of the field trip in the first year.

"But if it's historical sites, that's not really just for fun..."
"It is fun, compared to what we have to do."
"That's true."

The graduation exam conducted in the third year.

That graduation exam boasts quite a tremendous difficulty.

Typically, the Imperial Academy admits 1,500 students per year, but there are fewer than 50 graduates annually—all because of that graduation exam.

"But you'll be fine, won't you?"
"I suppose so."

If the exam were so difficult that even she couldn't pass it, no one would attempt it.

But since that's not the case, people do challenge it, and some definitely pass.

And according to my plan, if I want to join the Special Forces, I need to be able to pass that exam with ease.

"Albert will pass too, but it doesn't really matter if you don't."

She was saying such things without knowing what was on my mind.

Of course, she was just joking.

"I... don't want to use connections to join the Special Forces..."
"I'm joking, just joking."
"Looks like... the closing ceremony is ending."

Gloria's voice marked the end of the closing ceremony.

-I hope both parents and students stay healthy, and I look forward to meeting you all in a different state next semester.-

With those words, the first semester as students of the Imperial Academy came to an end.

Those welcoming the vacation wore bright expressions as they carried their belongings and headed to their respective homes, and I was no different.

Watching those scenes and recalling Gloria's final words at the closing ceremony, a thought occurred to me.

'Wait... does that mean she wasn't satisfied with how we usually are...?'

It seemed that Gloria, like her, didn't think highly of those who claimed to study and train while actually resting and playing to their heart's content.

Of course, this was just my speculation.

'That probably doesn't apply to me...'

With such strange expectations, I returned home.

Home after a long time.

It had been almost two months.

But even after two months, the house remained the same, and the only things that had changed were Aelin and me.

As I opened the door to the mansion I hadn't visited in a long time, I said:

"I'm home... huh?"

I expected no one to be there as usual, but I was wrong.

"See, dear? I told you they'd come at this time."
"Indeed."

Our mother and father were standing at the entrance of the mansion as if they had been waiting for us, and so were the house servants.

The servants took the luggage we were carrying.

While it was normal for the servants to do this, I was curious why our parents were here now.

"Uh...."
"Come in quickly. We just finished early today."
"Yes."

We followed our mother's instructions, and after a quick shower, we sat at the dining table.

"You haven't eaten yet, right?"
"No, not yet."

Delicious food was laid out on the table, but I wasn't particularly hungry, so I only ate a little.

Of course, I also had many questions.

"Um... is today a special day?"

Not being used to such occasions, I inadvertently became tense.

However, my mother spoke with a gentle attitude and tone, unlike my nervousness.

"Nothing special, really. We just recently met with His Imperial Majesty and Her Imperial Majesty."
"..."

For something she claimed wasn't special, it was extremely significant.

"And they seem to really like you. I was a bit surprised too."
"Yes..."
"Her Imperial Majesty even mentioned she's already thinking about an engagement."

As expected.

"So I wanted to ask... are you okay with this?"

That question carried a profound meaning.

The husband of the Empress.

That position was so high that ordinary people couldn't even imagine it.

And the responsibilities I would have to bear when sitting in that position, along with the words of countless citizens.

She was asking if I could endure it and if I was prepared for it.

It was a question that made me think deeply.

However, the answer to that question was already decided, and I spoke it without any hesitation.

"Of course I am."
"See! I told you there was nothing to worry about!"

Father was proud of my unwavering response.

"Still..."
"I'm fine, really."
"Alright... I'll believe you... But if it gets tough, tell me anytime, okay?"
"Yes, of course."

Of course, even if it were difficult, I wouldn't tell my mother, and even if I did, nothing would change.

Still, hearing such words did warm my heart.

"Oh, and speaking of that... What's this about you going somewhere with His Imperial Majesty during the vacation? Where are you going?"
"The Persian Kingdom."
"The Persian Kingdom? That country of elves?"
"Yes, that's right."
"But why there?"

I wasn't sure if this was something that could be shared with ordinary citizens, but they weren't ordinary citizens.

"To form an alliance."
"Alliance? Ah~ Is this because of the beastmen participating in the war?"
"Yes, that's right."

They were certainly quick-witted.

"But why are you going along?"
"It's all about experience."
"Is that so?"
"Yes, they say youth is the time to seek out hardships."

Especially during a time when a lot of experience is needed, it would be very beneficial for Aelin, who has almost no such experience.

"But... do we really have to sleep in the forest and all that?"
"Of course."
"Really...?"
"Didn't you know?"

Judging by her reaction, she seemed to have only recently realized this fact.

"How else would we get from here to there? There's a forest, and a notoriously dangerous one at that, right in the way."
"Isn't that... dangerous for us?"
"That's why we're going with such distinguished individuals."

Aelin still seemed not to understand.

"But usually, when forming alliances or diplomatic relations, don't more people go?"
"Even if more went, it's a truly dangerous place. The entire forest is rated as an average A-rank dungeon."
"Eh? A-rank!?"

At that level, even most escort personnel would struggle, and having more people would actually make them more noticeable to monsters, so going with a small elite group was the right choice.

"And we're included in that?"
"You were the one who asked if you could go along, weren't you?"

Not only had she suggested it to me, but apparently Aelin had also asked Her Imperial Majesty if she could accompany her.

However, now she seemed to have changed her mind quite a bit.

"I didn't know it would be like this..."
"But it's fine."

To be honest, it wasn't just fine—it was actually good.

Living in a place with an average A-rank would not only improve our skills day by day, but it would also be beneficial to live alongside veterans like Ariya and Amelia.

"And it should be safe, given the members."

Even though it was a dangerous place, I was reassured because the members were such that it wouldn't matter if we faced danger or got seriously injured.

Looking at our parents who had been intently listening to our conversation, I said:

"You don't need to worry too much. We're going with reliable people."

Clearly, our parents seemed to have prior knowledge, as they didn't ask many questions.

As if they already knew...

I questioned our parents who were displaying such behavior.

"But... you already knew, didn't you? Where we're going and why."
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Actually, it made no sense that I didn't know.

I had met those two people directly and heard firsthand about where they were taking us during the vacation.

'Right... it doesn't make sense to just say we're going somewhere.'

When I met those two, I must have heard in detail about where we were going, when, with whom, and why.

Yet my parents still asked me questions about it.

As if they didn't know.

It seemed like they were curious whether I would tell them directly about it or not.

After all, I had been hiding quite a lot of facts until now.

"Ah... no? I didn't know..."

An extremely awkward lie.

It was so unnatural that anyone could tell it was a lie.

Still, I pretended to believe that lie.

"Is that so? Must have been my imagination."

Then I was the first among my family to get up from the table.

I had finished eating, and there wasn't much else to talk about.

My parents seemed to have many things they wanted to ask me, but they didn't actually pose any questions.

"I'll excuse myself first."
"Already?"

I said to Ellin, who was still talking with food in her mouth.

"You'll get fat that way. Eat moderately."
"Mind your own business."
"Even when I'm worried about you..."

Just as I was about to leave, my father asked me a question.

"By the way, when are you leaving?"
"We depart this Friday."
"Friday?"
"Yes, Friday."

Considering today was Tuesday, I realized there really wasn't much time left.

Just 3 days.

In 3 days, we would depart for the Persian Kingdom.

Realizing this fact, my mother looked at me and said softly.

"Be careful..."
"You don't need to worry. I prioritize my safety above all else."

Ellin's expression froze in real-time upon hearing those words, but my parents' expressions seemed to ease a bit.

"What nonsense..."
"I'm going."

I left Ellin, who was looking at me incredulously, and exited the dining room.

Then I left the house and visited the Hunter Guild after a long time.

'I can't just rest.'

Although I would soon be living in what was essentially a dungeon, that didn't mean I could afford to rest.

If I rest too long, my senses would dull.

So today too, I visited the guild to clear a dungeon.

'Ah... I should have brought her along...'

I did feel some regret, but Ellin would probably manage well on her own by now.

Probably...

***

While Albert was struggling alone in the dungeon, Ellin, who was the subject of his expectations, was betraying those expectations.

After eating, Ellin received some kind of message and immediately left home, heading somewhere.

"Where on earth is he..."

Ellin, who had come to the Clock Tower, was searching intently for someone at the entrance.

After looking around for about 5 minutes, many people found her behavior strange.

In the midst of this, the person Ellin was supposed to meet finally appeared.

"Hey, what are you doing here?"

A familiar and friendly voice, yet somehow displeasing.

Ellin turned her head toward the direction of the voice.

The person who came out from inside the Clock Tower was indeed the very person Ellin had been looking for.

"You said you'd be at the entrance!?"
"Obviously I'd be inside. Please think before you act."

The person giving Ellin this sharp advice was Leo.

Like Ellin, Leo was still in his school uniform, probably because it hadn't been long since the end of the semester ceremony.

"Is that enough? Won't people recognize you?"
"If they recognize me, so be it. It doesn't matter."

Though Leo said this, he still seemed to dislike being recognized, as he pulled down his already low-worn hat even further.

"Let's go inside first."

Leo and Ellin, the two of them entered the Clock Tower while watching each other cautiously.

As they entered, Ellin asked Leo why he had called her out.

"Why did you call me here anyway?"
"To go shopping together."
"Me specifically?"
"We'll be going there together soon, and I came to buy some items that might be necessary then."

Even with Leo's explanation, the question mark floating above Ellin's head didn't disappear.

The reason was quite simple.

"But why me? There are plenty of others. Like the princess, or that guy, or you could ask someone else to get the items."
"Ask?"

Given Leo's status and the situation, he could probably get whatever he needed without leaving home.

However, Leo chose not to do that and moved personally instead.

It's true that it's better to see items with your own eyes before buying them, but it didn't match Leo's image.

And hearing that, Leo made an unexpected comment.

"You should see items in person before buying them, you idiot."
"Who told you that?"

He certainly wouldn't have realized that on his own.

"Albert."
"Ah... he's been talking nonsense again..."
"And you seemed the least busy."
"I'm plenty busy too, you know?"

It was true that compared to those two, Ellin was less busy.

Those two would probably train in some way whenever they had time, but Ellin didn't seem like she would.

Leo tried to prove this assumption by asking:

"What was Albert doing?"
"He left after eating. Probably—no, definitely clearing dungeons."
"That guy is always like that."

Leo's sister was also likely heading to the guild to receive and complete dungeon clearing missions, just like Albert.

They were certainly two people who were always busy training.

"But what were you doing? Just playing around as usual, right?"
"Uh..."

Ellin, seemingly hit right on the mark, couldn't offer any rebuttal.

"What was I doing again?"
"See? You're not busy."

For some reason, Leo let out a sigh of relief after confirming her response.

"That's why I called you. There's no other particular reason."
"Really? I thought there might be some other reason."

Seeing Ellin's very honest reaction, Leo appeared momentarily flustered.

"Why do you say that?"
"Ah... it's nothing. Anyway, let's get off here. It's the 12th floor."
"Oh."

Visiting the 12th floor of the Clock Tower after a long time, Ellin looked at Dren's shop and asked:

"But why here?"
"I have something to buy."

After saying that, Leo entered the shop in front of them, and Ellin followed behind.

As soon as the two entered the shop, the owner came out to greet them.

"Kid... it's been a while."
"It certainly has been."

After exchanging greetings with Dren, Leo immediately headed toward the spears—his main weapon.

They were piled up in an area filled with weapons of outstanding performance.

Ellin also greeted Dren, whom she hadn't seen in a long time.

"Hello."
"It's been a while for you too."
"It certainly has."

After finishing their greetings, Ellin headed to where Leo was.

There were numerous spears there.

However, it seemed none of them caught Leo's fancy.

"By the way, mister, don't you have anything cooler?"
"You like the cool ones, huh."
"Yeah, just buy the one with the best performance."
"It needs to be both. Style is the essence of a warrior."

Ellin sighed deeply upon hearing those words.

"What nonsense..."

Leo smiled faintly at the exasperated Ellin, while Dren watched them from the side.

Then he asked them:

"What's your relationship anyway? Are you two dating?"
"It's not like that!"
"Please, mister..."

Seeing their strong denial, he muttered quietly.

"Really? You two look good together..."
"Mister, stop talking nonsense and find me a weapon. Don't you have anything decent?"

Upon receiving that question, Dren took out the heaviest-looking spear among them and showed it to Leo.

"How about this? Isn't it cool?"
"Wow...."

A dark-colored spear reminiscent of demon skin.

Leo looked at the spear with sparkling eyes.

"It is pretty cool."
"Right?"
"But that..."

Ellin stared blankly at the weapon.

Then she mentioned another weapon that looked quite similar to the spear.

"It looks similar to that one he uses."

As Ellin said, it had a design similar to Albert's [Sword of the Distant Abyss].

Of course, comparing them would be unfair, but they were indeed similar.

"He? Ah~ the one Albert uses?"
"Yeah, it looks similar."
"It does have that feel to it."

Leo seemed to like the spear and wanted to check its performance as well.

"How's the performance of this one?"
"Strength +40, Dexterity +30, and Magic Power +10%."

As expected of Dren's weapons, the performance was outstanding.

Not only did it have basic strength and dexterity bonuses, but it also had a 10% magic power effect.

Moreover, Leo was among the warriors who valued magic power.

"Not bad, mister. I'll take this one."

Afterward, he proceeded with the payment, and Leo paid the tens of billions of won in a single payment.

"Wow... as expected of someone with money, just buying it right away if it's good..."

Ellin was envious of his wealth.

She wasn't poor herself, but the gap between them was too vast to ignore.

"Are you jealous?"
"N-not really..."

Ellin showed an ambiguous reaction.

Leo handed her his card and said:

"You buy one too. I'll treat you."
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The words Leo blurted out.

"Buy one too, I'll get it for you."

It took Aelin a moment to process what he had said.

"Huh? What did you say?"
"I said buy one, I'll pay for it."
"But still, that's..."

To her credit, Aelin didn't immediately accept the offer.

It seemed she was conscious of the fact that these were Dren's weapons, likely costing an amount she couldn't even imagine.

Of course, Leo didn't particularly care about that.

"Just get one, don't worry about the money."

Then he continued in a nonchalant tone.

"It's not even that expensive anyway."
"..."

Of course, she couldn't just accept it even if Leo said so.

Others might have, but Aelin wasn't like that.

Leo seemed frustrated by her hesitation and sighed deeply before speaking to Dren.

"Really... this is annoying. Mister, do you have any decent staffs she could use?"
"Staffs? We have plenty of those."
"Show me some good ones."
"Mister, wait a minute!"

Dren started heading somewhere.

Aelin tried to stop him, but Leo blocked her.

"Are you satisfied with what you're using now?"
"W-well, not really."
"That's why I'm buying it for you."

Hearing that, Aelin finally seemed to give in.

"Ugh... okay, thanks..."
"You should have said that from the start, always using that cheap staff."
"You still lose to me with that cheap staff..."

Aelin's timid provocation.

Normally, Leo would have responded loudly, but not this time.

"I didn't lose to the cheap staff, I lost to you, because you're stronger than me."
"Oh... that's true."

Aelin seemed momentarily flustered, not expecting such a response.

Meanwhile, Dren returned with several staffs, and Aelin examined them carefully.

"Which one is the best here?"

As expected, Aelin prioritized performance over appearance.

Of course, all the staffs looked luxurious.

Dren pointed to the leftmost staff among the luxurious ones—a pure white staff that resembled midwinter snow.

"This one has the best performance, Magic Power 90 with 20% Mana Capacity."
"90?!"
"Yes, 90."

Aelin couldn't close her mouth, shocked by the overwhelming figure of Magic Power 90.

Her reaction was the complete opposite of Leo's calm demeanor.

"Why are you so surprised? Albert's sword is over 150 combined."
"That's different from this."
"90 isn't that high, right?"

Dren spoke in the same calm tone as Leo.

"90 is high, plenty high. But there are many that are higher."
"See? I told you it's not that high."
"How powerful is the Princess's staff?"
"Um... as far as I know, it's Magic Power 140 with 30% Agility and 30% Mana Capacity."

It was certainly an item that could be described as "broken."

Moreover, even its design was nearly perfect.

Of course, it was also an expensive weapon to match.

"That one is really... even I think it turned out well."

Dren seemed to be recalling that staff, both his creation and her weapon.

Leo ignored Dren and asked Aelin.

"So, will you take this one?"
"Um... yes, I'll take this."

Having made her decision, Aelin picked up the staff.

"Wow..."

Picking up the staff, Aelin was as delighted as a child receiving a birthday present.

Of course, she was trying to hide it, but couldn't completely conceal her joy.

"How is it?"
"Um... thank you."

Aelin's shy expression of gratitude.

Leo's face immediately turned red upon hearing those words, and he tried to hide it.

Aelin asked Leo, who had suddenly turned his head away.

"Hey... what's wrong? Are you sick?"
"N-no, it's nothing like that."

Leo calmed his flushed face and slowly turned back.

Then he handed his card to Dren.

"Payment now, full amount."
"Do you even know how much it costs?"
"Doesn't really matter."

Aelin was amazed at Leo's spending habits.

"Is it okay to spend like that?"
"I wouldn't if it wasn't, and besides, do you know who I am?"
"I guess... imperial family members really are different..."

Indeed, both she and Leo possessed wealth far beyond comparison with ordinary people.

It was something she already knew, but since neither of them was the type to flaunt their wealth, she had momentarily forgotten.

"You're a proper noble yourself, even bearing a title at your age."
"Still can't compare to you..."

Certainly, even though Aelin's status had risen due to recent events, Leo was born into the imperial family.

The wealth he was born with was beyond what most could achieve.

"I'm a bit of an exception."
"That's what I mean by different."
"Just a moment..."

Afterward, Leo spent some time examining the items in the store.

As if looking for something specific, he crouched down and rummaged through boxes filled with items.

"What are you looking for?"
"Oh... nothing."

Whether he couldn't find what he was looking for or not, he soon stood up.

"Don't you want to buy anything else? Like armor or accessories?"
"It's fine, what I have now is enough."

Although she said it was fine, there were many things she wanted to buy. Accessories or robes were things she'd like to have.

But she couldn't afford them.

Of course, she couldn't say "I can't buy them because I don't have money."

'If I say that, he'll probably buy them for me like before...'

She didn't want to be more indebted to him, so she pretended everything was fine.

Fortunately, Leo didn't seem to notice her lie.

"Really? Then let's go now."

Leo and Aelin said goodbye to Dren and left the store.

"By the way, what were you looking for earlier?"
"Ah... I had my eye on something before, but it wasn't there."
"Something you had your eye on?"
"Yeah, nothing special, just a regular item."

It probably wasn't just a regular item if Leo had his eye on it, but she decided to let it go.

'He probably wouldn't tell me even if I asked.'

And there was no need to know anyway.

Instead, Aelin asked a different question.

"Can I go now? Seems like we're done here, I don't have anything to buy, and you've bought what you wanted."

Indeed, their business was finished now.

Actually, it was hardly business at all.

It was strange that Leo had called Aelin for shopping he could have done alone.

But it seemed Leo's business wasn't finished yet.

"Wait a moment."
"Huh? Why?"

As Aelin was about to head toward the elevator, Leo stopped her.

Then he spoke in a rather serious tone and voice.

"If you have time... would you like to go see a movie?"

From the beginning, from the moment she received his call, the question that had been lingering in Aelin's mind was:

'Why bother?'

Leo's words just now were almost an answer to that question.

Aelin pondered for a long time after hearing those words.

'Suddenly? Now? Why?'

And those thoughts led to a question.

'Does he... like me?'

A long time ago, when he first started bothering her, that was the first thought she had.

Of course, she wasn't particularly interested back then.

They weren't even in the same class, let alone the same grade, so all she knew about him was that he was "the Emperor's son."

But now the situation was different.

Since then, they had crossed paths quite a bit and gradually grown closer, to the point where they could now be called "friends."

And in that process, Leo had also changed, and consequently, Aelin's assessment of him had changed.

Originally, she thought of him as...

'A kid who acts big because of his connections, looking like a parasite.'

But now...

'He's still weak, but he's trying hard to catch up to me. And he's kind of handsome too...'

As they became friendlier and closer, getting to know various aspects of each other, she developed some affection for him.

Even if it wasn't quite to the point of liking him, she could at least watch a movie with him.

"Sure, I'd like that."

And with that level of affection, she was now a bit curious.

'Does he... really like me?'

***

At a late hour when the sun had disappeared and the moon had taken its place.

At that late hour, a boy entered a mansion, breathing heavily.

"Haa... haa."
"Oh... young master! Are you alright?"
"I'm... fine."

The maids in the mansion were worried about him, but there was one person who wasn't.

That girl asked the boy who was receiving treatment from the maids.

"Hey, where have you been until now?"
"I went to clear a dungeon, and it took longer than expected..."
"Hey."
"Yeah?"
"I have a question... what kind of girls do boys like?"

The boy tilted his head at that question.

"That's all you want to ask?"
"Shut up and answer."
"Usually pretty girls, especially when you're young."
"Then... am I pretty?"
"That's all you want to ask?"

The boy seemed reluctant to answer that question, and it was obvious enough to be visible.

"Do you not want to answer?"
"Just so you know... Leo likes you, so don't worry."
"Hey! You really!"
"Calm down, but why?"
"No... forget it, it's my fault for asking you."

Afterward, the girl left with a strangely satisfied expression.

But the boy found her behavior puzzling.

'What's with her... why is she smiling...? It's annoying.'

The girl was smiling brightly as if she had heard the answer she wanted, and the boy muttered while watching her smile.

"I wonder if she's done what she needed to do today...?"
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Another invariably bright day today.

I woke up with warm sunlight bathing my entire body.

"Yaaawn... so sleepy."

As always, no matter how much I sleep, I still feel drowsy.

I thought I had slept for quite a long time too.

I got up from bed in that half-asleep state, and with perfect timing, a maid called for me right after.

-Knock knock!-
"Young master, please wake up."
"I'm up, I'll head to the dining room."

Since it was breakfast time, I just quickly washed my face and headed to the dining room.

On the way there, the maid asked me:

"So you're leaving today, right?"
"Yes, starting today."

Today was the day I had been waiting for so long.

The first day of the journey to the Persian Kingdom—that was today.

"Please be careful, and don't get hurt."
"I'll try my best."

Of course, avoiding injuries completely would be impossible.

I suppose I could if I really wanted to, but then there would be no point in going with them.

As I was steeling myself for the hardships ahead, one of my travel companions spoke to me.

However, what they said had nothing to do with the journey.

"Are you still using formal speech?"
"You're the weird one."
"Have you ever seen a noble speaking formally to their maid?"

While most nobles do treat their servants poorly, there are exceptions.

And my mother was one such example.

"My mom."
"T-that's..."
"Forget it, let's just eat."

Aelin and I arrived at the dining room.

Looking at all the empty seats, we asked the maids:

"Did everyone already leave?"
"It's 10 o'clock now."
"Ah..."

I thought I had woken up early, but in reality, I had slept until 10.

"Time flies."
"What are you talking about..."

We sat down at the table filled with delicious-looking food and had our meal.

I was basically a light eater, so I didn't consume large amounts of food, but Aelin was different.

'She eats so well...'

I quietly watched Aelin overeating to an admirable degree.

"Do you always eat in such tiny bites?"
"Stop talking nonsense and just eat."

Actually, I started eating lightly out of necessity.

During missions, it's impossible to eat large amounts of food, and there's no time for it either.

As a result, I gradually reduced my portions, and that habit continued until my current situation.

"Besides, eating light is good for your body—just getting the necessary nutrients."
"But then you don't feel full."
"I hate feeling full."

I don't dislike the act of eating itself, but I really hate that bloated feeling when my stomach is full.

"By the way, what time are we leaving today?"
"One o'clock."
"Do we need to go somewhere?"
"They said they'll come pick us up. We just need to be ready and wait."

Thankfully, they offered to come directly to us.

We received a message last night saying they would arrive around 12:50 or 1:00.

"Hey, how far can we go by carriage?"
"Obviously right up to the edge of the forest."

Beyond that point, not only is the terrain difficult, but dangerous monsters make it impossible to travel by vehicle.

Still, we can use transportation until then.

"Is that forest big?"
"Of course it's big. About four times the size of our country?"
"Wow..."
"It's okay, it should only take about a week."

Since the Persian Kingdom wasn't completely in the opposite direction, we wouldn't need to cross the entire forest.

"Can't we just go around the forest?"
"Did you sleep during geography class?"
"No... not really... I just thought there might be some way."
"We don't even know the exact location, so how..."

The fact that it's surrounded by that forest is one problem, and the entire country being covered by high-level concealment magic is another.

"That's too bad... but if we don't know the location, how will we find our way in?"
"We just need to call someone who knows."

Even if we don't know, people from that country would know where the Persian Kingdom is and how to enter it.

"We don't know many people, but we do know some."
"So we're really going with elves?"
"Seems that way."

At least traveling with someone familiar with the place means finding it won't be a problem.

"Elves... I'm excited."
"What's there to be excited about? It's probably just going to be Teacher Gloria."
"Oh? Now that you mention it, that's true."

Aelin seemed to have just realized there was an elf near us.

"I forgot because she's not our teacher... but she's really pretty too... Are all elves that beautiful?"
"Why are you asking me?"
"I thought you would know?"

I did know, but her attitude made me not want to tell her.

"Most of them are pretty and handsome, at least more than you."
"Hey, I think I've become quite good-looking lately... don't you think?"

I don't know where this confidence came from, but she kept asking me these kinds of questions.

Something must have happened to her recently.

"Stop asking me."
"Honestly, I'm pretty these days, right? Admit it?"

Ignoring Aelin, who was subtly expecting something, I stood up from my seat.

"I'm going to wash up now, so finish eating and get ready to leave."
"Hey! Wait! Answer me!?"
"You? Ugly. Extremely."

I left behind a fuming Aelin and headed straight to the bathroom.

Then I washed up to prepare for going out.

"I won't be able to wash like this for a while."

Even outdoors, I could wash in places like rivers, but it was definitely less comfortable compared to a bathroom like this.

Besides, putting down your equipment and washing outdoors was quite dangerous.

"Well... I'll manage somehow."

Not washing for a few days wasn't really a problem.

At least not by my standards.

After finishing what could be considered my last bath before reaching the Persian Kingdom, I left the bathroom.

"Huh?"

After changing clothes and checking my phone, I found a message that had arrived while I was bathing.

The message read:

-We'll be leaving in about 30 minutes, so be ready! And we'll arrive a bit earlier than planned.-

A message from her.

I replied to the message, dried my hair, and headed to the dining room.

But...

"She's not here..."

Whether she went to wash up or not, no one was sitting at the table, and only the maids remained, clearing away the food.

"The young lady is bathing right now."
"When she comes out, please tell her to pack her things and come to the lobby on the first floor."
"Yes!"

After leaving that message, I went to my room to get the bag I had packed yesterday.

It wasn't particularly large, but thanks to the storage magic cast on it, it could hold quite a lot of items.

"Well... this should be enough."

I wasn't the type to pack everything anyway, so I didn't fill the space completely.

With the bag about half full, I headed to the lobby on the first floor.

Then I waited for Aelin to arrive.

'Ah... when is she coming...'

Just as I was starting to complain, Aelin appeared.

She was wearing a robe she didn't usually wear.

And it looked quite expensive too.

"A robe?"
"My money, my purchase."
"Huh? What's that..."
"I bought it with my own money."
"I wasn't criticizing..."

Still, she must have saved up quite a bit of money to buy a robe of that quality.

That was worth praising.

"That's good, saving money to buy a robe."
"Aren't you going to buy one?"
"Me?"
"Yeah, cloaks are worth buying, right?"

Indeed, as Aelin said, cloaks that effectively boost agility stats were almost essential items.

But despite that, I still hadn't bought a cloak for myself.

"I won't buy unless it's expensive."
"What? Are you saving money too?"
"Not really."
"Then?"

I didn't need to save money to buy items.

Though it was a one-time thing.

"Survival Ace reward."
"Right... you have that."
"The problem is it hasn't arrived yet."

After the midterms, I decided what to buy and informed the academy. I heard the order was placed, but it still hadn't arrived.

"Does it usually take this long?"
"It should have arrived by now... but nothing we can do. It'll probably be here when we get back."

As I was feeling disappointed, my phone suddenly rang.

-Ding!... Ding!-

I slowly checked the two notifications.

The content of those messages made me smile involuntarily.

"Don't tell me it just arrived right now?"
"Something like that."

The first message was from the delivery service, and the second was from her.

The former was obviously about the safe delivery of the ordered item, and the latter was a photo.

A photo showing the person I was waiting for and the item together in one place.

I smiled contentedly at that photo.

"Let's go now, are you ready?"
"Yeah."

I opened the front door and stepped outside to see them waiting for us.

Her, enthusiastically waving her hand at us, and behind her, those impressive people.

Only when I saw them did it finally sink in that we were heading to the Persian Kingdom.

"I'm definitely looking forward to this."

Aelin and I headed toward where they were waiting.
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Quite a crowd of people.

Among them, the one who greeted us first was, of course, her.

"It's been a while, hasn't it?"
"Well... I suppose you could say that."
"More importantly, is this the thing?"

As she said this, she handed me a cloak.

The cloak she gave me was Dren's item, received as a reward for Survival Ace.

"Yes, that's right."

I immediately put the cloak I received into my bag.

She then looked at me with a puzzled expression and asked.

"Don't you need to check it?"
"It was obviously real at first glance."

Perhaps because it was a relatively recently made item, the distinctive smell of new items stung my nose.

The materials of the item, and the intense smell and energy of the magical power needed to process those materials.

Once I sensed those, there was no way I could think it was fake.

And I wasn't the only one who noticed that smell and energy.

"It must be quite a good item, huh?"

Amelia's tone suggested she felt it too, and so did the others.

However, by my standards, it wasn't that exceptional of an item.

"It's difficult to process, but the material isn't anything extraordinary. It's worlds apart from the cloak you're wearing now, Hero."
"How can you tell?"
"There are ways."

The red cloak Amelia was currently wearing.

That cloak was an artifact made by processing an incredible material called dragon's wing.

Of course, my cloak, Dren's artifact, had decent performance too, but it was like a chick in front of such an item.

"I'm really envious."

If given the chance, I would like to try it on.

Just as I thought about "wanting to try it on," a thought crossed my mind.

'No... couldn't I make one myself?'

Of course, the material itself boasts an extremely high difficulty to obtain, but it wasn't impossible.

It's extremely expensive, but I could buy it with money.

Obviously, in any case, it was still something for the distant future.

However, despite that fact, an opportunity presented itself immediately.

"Want to borrow it?"

Her tone and expression suggested that if I just said "yes," I could try it on right away.

But I didn't eagerly accept the opportunity.

"No, that's okay."
"Why? I can lend it to you for a while."
"I'm afraid I might not be able to readjust to my original item after using something like that."

And if it was just for a short while, it was better not to use it at all.

"I appreciate the thought."

While Amelia and I were chatting, Aelin was talking with Ariya.

"Unni! It's been so long!"
"Hello~ Have you been well?"
"Of course I have!"

I didn't know when they had become close, but they seemed quite friendly with each other.

I asked her, who was watching the two with a pleased expression.

"Are we leaving right away?"
"Yes, we can get in now."

As she said this, she pointed to the car she had arrived in.

The car was quite large and luxurious, but it seemed impossible to fit all of us inside.

Of course, that was just how it looked from the outside; the actual interior would be much larger than what was visible to the eye.

However, Aelin, who didn't know this fact, was puzzled unlike me.

"Will we all fit in there?"
"We'll all fit, so don't worry."

Among those standing outside, I was the first to approach the car.

The car had a clear separation between the driver's seat and the back seats, and I naturally went to the back.

'As expected.'

The moment I opened the door and stepped inside, I felt an alien sensation enveloping my entire body.

It felt like entering a dungeon, and just like a real dungeon, a fairly large space suddenly appeared.

It was about the size of an academy lecture hall, easily enough to accommodate more than a dozen people.

Many people were already inside the space.

"Hello."
"Hi! It's been a while."

As expected, Her Majesty the Empress welcomed us warmly, and the reactions from others weren't bad either.

I quickly scanned the people in the space.

'Indeed, everyone who should be here is here.'

The Emperor and Empress, Riel and Gloria, Leo, and even the Special Forces people she had mentioned before.

Even Kail and Merlin, who were counted among the strongest of the Special Forces, were participating.

'Merlin... is here...'

The Grand Magician who had shared the fate of the Kainis Empire from its founding until now, the first and strongest of the Special Forces.

Also the master of the Clock Tower.

Although a half-blood between a demon succubus and a human, he was someone who had worked harder for the Kainis Empire than anyone else.

Not just me, but Aelin beside me also seemed surprised by Merlin's appearance.

"C-Could it be... M-Merlin-nim?"

Hearing the question, Merlin slowly nodded, and Aelin stared at him.

Eyes twinkling like stars in the night sky, and noticeably trembling hands and lips.

Aelin was moved by the fact that she had met her idol.

"This is such an honor...! I never thought I'd meet you like this..."

Seeing even someone like Aelin react this way, I was reminded again of how great a figure Merlin was.

And I was also worried.

As someone who had lived since before the founding of the Kainis Empire, Merlin was an ultra-elderly person who was almost over a thousand years old.

'Even magical power can't stop a thousand years.'

Due to the ravages of a millennium that even magical power couldn't prevent, Merlin was now in an extremely aged state.

Moreover, Merlin had lived through all sorts of hardships during that time, and the fatigue accumulated in the process must be enormous.

'Yet he still came...'

In reality, his condition was so poor that he had died even earlier than the Emperor who had committed suicide.

Despite such a physical condition, Merlin had participated in this journey, which could be somewhat dangerous.

And he did so with a bright appearance that made him look healthy on the outside.

"Hey... why are you staring at me like that?"
"You don't have to push yourself so hard..."

It would be better for Merlin to conserve his strength and live as long as possible.

That way, even Bael wouldn't be able to do anything.

Of course, he himself must know this well.

He must already know that Bael is wary of him, and that his lifespan is not much longer.

'He must have something in mind.'

Just as I was thinking this, a voice echoed in my head.

A serious yet slightly playful elderly voice.

It was Merlin's voice.

-You seem to know quite a lot about my condition.-
"It's just a simple guess."
-It doesn't seem like that to me..-

Indeed, there weren't many people who would even make such guesses.

After all, there were so many people who believed Merlin wouldn't die.

Unlike such people, I knew exactly when Merlin would die.

"Five years..."

I unconsciously muttered, and Merlin seemed surprised by my words.

With a surprised expression, Merlin spoke for the first time.

"You truly are an interesting child."

I couldn't understand why Merlin was reacting like that.

It was as if he was saying, 'How do you know that?'

Seeing Merlin's reaction, I couldn't help but think:

'Did he already know...?'

Merlin seemed to know that he would die in five years.

He shouldn't have any supernatural ability to see the future.

And...

'But if he knew, why didn't he do anything about it?'

When Merlin left this world, he did so without taking any measures or leaving any last words.

If he had known when he would die, he could have easily done so, but he didn't.

'Why? And... where and why did he die in the first place?'

Come to think of it, not a single person knew these things.

Not even Kail, Merlin's son.

With that irony born from the question, our journey began.

The car's engine started, and the scenery outside the window began to change little by little.

'A journey...'

***

A man and a woman waiting for a train, having packed only essential items.

They too seemed to be setting off on a journey, just like the others.

Both were looking at their respective phones, and among them, Eve was the first to speak.

Looking at the message that had just been posted in the group chat, Eve asked Chris.

"Are we also on a... journey?"
"Look at them traveling, while some of us are heading to a battlefield..."

The owner of that message was Albert, the sub-party leader.

He had sent...

-Departing now.-

Along with a selfie taken with her and Aelin.

Looking quite peaceful and happy, they wore smiles that could brighten the mood of anyone who saw them.

However, for Chris, who was about to leave for a battlefield soon, there was nothing more annoying than that.

"Are they going on a vacation or something?"

Though he knew they weren't just going for fun, the photo made it seem that way.

Of course, Eve's thoughts were a bit different.

"That can't be. If anything, they work harder than we do."
"This time will be different. I'm really going to work hard this time and catch up."

Chris seemed firmly determined, and so was Eve.

"Alright, do your best. I'll work hard in my own way too."
"Not just in your own way, but really intensely, I'm telling you."
"I know."

As they were discussing their thoughts, the train they had been waiting for arrived, and Eve and Chris boarded it.

It was certainly the train they had taken every weekend during the semester.

But this time, the feeling was quite different.

Chris enjoyed that unfamiliar feeling as he stared blankly out the window.

Then, in a low voice, he muttered.

"A journey..."
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Journey.

Everyone was traveling away from their original homes toward different places.

Some left to see distant family members, some to become stronger, and others to fulfill certain goals.

At the same time as Chris and Eve.

Other people were waiting for the train just like them.

"We're finally leaving too."

The person who spoke these words was also embarking on a journey with a purpose.

She was a girl with a plain pair of glasses and a hat, contrasting with her vibrant hair.

The girl spoke to her companion who was carefully examining a guidebook right beside her.

"You don't need to look at that, you have me."
"But... why are you dressed like that?"

Reina momentarily admired Rachel's considerable fashion sense.

Then she wondered about the meaning behind the rather unnatural glasses and hat.

'It really doesn't suit her...'

The disharmony was obvious even to Reina, who had no interest in fashion whatsoever.

Of course, there seemed to be a reason behind that fashion choice.

"Well... if I don't dress like this, everyone will recognize me..."
"Oh... really?"

Certainly, since they were on a train heading to the Orion Kingdom, many people would recognize Rachel, the princess of the Orion Kingdom.

However, that answer didn't dispel Reina's doubts.

The reason was...

"But it doesn't seem very effective."

Even with the glasses and hat, many people recognized Rachel.

Of course, they weren't openly approaching her to speak, at most they were just quietly staring at her.

"Eh? Really?"
"Yeah, it seems like everyone recognizes you anyway. But they're all nice. They don't come over to bother you."
"... Is it that obvious?"

Hearing that question, Reina immediately nodded.

It wasn't just slightly noticeable—it was obvious enough that most people would recognize her.

"Anyone who knows you would recognize you."
"Really?"
"Yeah, it might be because of your hair... and actually, that outfit draws more attention."

It seemed people recognized her because she couldn't hide her symbolic red eyes and hair.

And ironically, that outfit seemed to attract even more attention from people.

"Should I just take them off?"
"That wouldn't be a bad idea."

After that, Rachel, apparently deciding the disguise was meaningless, removed the glasses and hat that had been bothering her so much.

Then, with a more confident expression, she said:

"It definitely feels more comfortable."

While she had looked somewhat gloomy before, now that she had discarded that outfit, she didn't anymore.

"Wow... you're really beautiful."

As Reina said, Rachel's beauty, bathed in bright sunlight, was far more stunning than before.

Of course, revealing her appearance also attracted more gazes from others.

"Didn't you say earlier it was because of that disguise? Somehow it seems even worse now?"
"I wouldn't know, but what's wrong with people looking?"
"That's true."

Indeed, being already accustomed to others' gazes, they showed no particular concern about the attention.

Maintaining that confident demeanor, they approached the train that had just arrived.

"It's here, let's get on."

They finally boarded the train, just like the others.

They placed their luggage in the baggage compartment and sat in their assigned seats.

"These seats are nice."
"Hey, Rachel."
"Hm? What?"

Rachel held her breath at the sudden call, and Reina asked with quite a serious expression.

"What are we going to do when we get there? We're not just going for fun, right?"

Instead of immediately giving the correct answer, Rachel posed a question.

And she asked it with the same serious voice as Reina had just used.

"What comes to mind when you think of the Orion Kingdom?"
"The Orion Kingdom?"

There were exactly two images that came to mind regarding the Orion Kingdom.

The fact that it was near the ravine, the nest of S-class monster dragons, and the fact that the Babylon Kingdom was continuously under attack.

Reina thought about these points and answered the question.

"Dragons? War?"
"That's roughly correct. What we're going to do is related to those things."
"Eh? Are we going to hunt dragons or something?"

Although the Orion Kingdom is close to the ravine, dragons don't frequently appear there.

However, this time was different.

"Something like that."
"Really!? Like, are we going to charge into the ravine and fight?"
"Not exactly..."

It was true they would be hunting dragons, but not in that manner.

Rachel revealed the truth to Reina, who was making unnecessary speculations.

"It's not like that, it's related to the war."
"The war? But didn't they say dragons weren't involved in this war?"
"I thought so too..."

But this time the circumstances were different.

It happened because demon folk were controlling dragons with mind control magic.

However, just to be safe, she couldn't mention that fact out loud.

"There's something going on. I'll tell you later."
"But is that really true...?"

Reina was still doubting that fact.

Of course, that was normal, and even Rachel, who had directly mentioned it, wasn't completely certain yet.

"Well... I'm not entirely sure either. It's what the Imperial Princess told me."
"The Imperial Princess? Then it must be true. Wow... but does that mean we're heading to a battlefield now?"
"That's right."

Reina, who had been thinking of a peaceful and beautiful journey, couldn't help but be shocked.

Feeling a great sense of betrayal, Reina spoke with a trembling voice.

"You... you knew and still invited me?"
"You already knew roughly that we wouldn't just be relaxing comfortably."
"I only knew that much... but this... this is risking our lives..."

It seemed Reina had thought they would catch two birds with one stone—training and sightseeing.

However, reality was different, and Reina, blocked by the high wall of reality, was considerably shocked.

But Rachel seemed to have already prepared herself.

"You don't have to do it if you're scared."
"No... it's not that I'm scared..."
"You don't have to. You can stay at the palace and just enjoy yourself."

While it might appear to be a sweet temptation on the surface, it wasn't so inside.

She was saying Reina could rest, but there was a persuasive meaning hidden within—come with me.

"But you're going..."
"That's right."
"Then how can I not go!"

Rachel seemed taken aback by the suddenly raised voice, and Reina looked at her with burning eyes and said:

"I'll just do it, okay?"
"Good decision."
"But you... you're really reckless..."
"You're no different."

Indeed, both the persuader and the persuaded were cut from the same cloth.

"If I die because of this recklessness, it's your fault. Take responsibility."
"Look at you talking about responsibility. If you die, it means nothing... And who says you're going to die?"

They spent a long time chatting about various topics, eating, and sleeping.

The two passed the time doing things they could do on the train.

Until they reached their destination after a long, long time.

After a full three days on the magic train—it took that long three-day journey to finally arrive at their destination.

"It really takes a long time..."
"But three days isn't too bad."

Thinking such thoughts, they got off the train.

They informed the group chat that they had arrived.

-We've arrived!-

Soon after, another chat message appeared.

-So have we.-
-You just arrived?-
-Yeah, just arrived. Like 1 second ago.-

Two groups that had arrived at almost miraculously the same time.

Rachel, curious, typed a message.

-Where did you guys go?-
-Look behind you.-
-?-

The two girls immediately turned around after seeing that message.

They couldn't help but be surprised at the sight before them.

"What!? Why are you guys here?"

The people who appeared before the two girls were Chris and Eve, the owners of those chat messages and members of the same party.

"It just happened that way."
"Don't tell me the Knight Commanders are coming too?"
"That's why we're here."

It seemed that the Knight Commanders Ray and Light had been dispatched here because of the upcoming battle, and thanks to that, Chris and Eve had also come here.

"But why didn't you tell us? We could have come together."
"I just found out myself."
"And he overslept."
"So I was in a rush, but... we arrived on time anyway."

Eve sighed deeply and continued.

"I never said I was late."
"Anyway... so we couldn't contact you in time."
"Then you'll be participating too?"
"That's right."

Rachel seemed relieved at that fact.

However, Reina showed a somewhat different reaction.

"In the end, it turned out just as he wanted..."
"He?"

Reina pointed at her phone and said:

"The person who just sent that chat."

Hearing that, we immediately checked the group chat.

There was one message in the group chat:

-It's not arrival, but just the beginning. By the way, we're just starting too.-

***

About three days.

After that long three-day journey, we finally left the Kainis Empire and arrived at that forest.

The Forest of Mia.

It got that nickname because few people who entered that forest ever came out.

We were just about to enter that massive forest.

"Now it begins..."

Just before entering the forest, I recalled the explanation Gloria had given us in the car.

-The moment you enter that forest, you'll be transported somewhere. Just think of it as a huge dungeon, it's easier that way.-

There was tension, but it was okay since I had experienced such places several times before.

I spoke to Erin, who seemed quite frightened, unlike me.

"Think of it as a dungeon. You've cleared many before, right? This is just another one."
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Aelin, holding her newly acquired robe and staff, spoke in a tiny voice.

"I know... I know.."
"That's good then. Shall we depart now?"

With such capable members in our party, we shouldn't face any real danger.

At least, under normal circumstances.

"I'll take the lead. Please follow me at a comfortable pace."

Gloria stepped to the front of the group.

We all followed her into the forest.

"Ugh...!"

As expected, I felt that sense of dissonance.

It gave me goosebumps, similar to the feeling when entering storage magic or a dungeon.

'As I thought... I can't get used to it.'

Though I'd experienced it several times before, I still couldn't adapt to the sensation—similar yet fundamentally different from other magical transitions.

Feeling nauseous from this discomfort, I took in the scene unfolding before my eyes.

"Wow..."

It was truly a magnificent landscape, worthy of Aelin's admiration.

The fertile soil emanated magical energy, trees stretched impossibly tall, and high-level monsters roamed everywhere.

"The air is definitely good here."

The air had a higher concentration of magical energy than usual, making it noticeably different.

I breathed in deeply, while Aelin looked at me with disbelief.

"You seem completely unfazed?"
"Isn't the air great? It's on a completely different level from the city."
"Well... I know that..."

Aelin was clearly still very tense.

However, there were others who showed completely opposite reactions.

"The air is indeed excellent. My magical energy is replenishing quickly."
"Did you use it earlier?"

When I asked, she answered in a calm tone.

"A little...? I was bored this morning."
"As expected of our princess, always diligent."
"Riel was with me too..."

Unlike Aelin, both she and Riel, with their abundant experience, appeared quite relaxed.

"Don't worry, it will replenish soon."
"I know that."

With her skill [Mage's Heart], there was no need to worry about her magical energy reserves.

Especially in this environment.

"Let's get going. We need to head straight north from here."

Gloria's explanation was simple and clear.

With those words, we began walking slowly northward.

Normally, we would maintain a proper formation, but not this time.

'Well, there's no need for that...'

Despite traveling through the dangerous Forest of the Lost, we behaved like people on a casual camping trip.

"It's certainly relaxed..."

Monsters occasionally jumped out, but they were weak enough that even Aelin could handle them easily.

Stronger monsters tended to avoid beings more powerful than themselves, so we didn't encounter many of those.

"It's definitely boring..."

The situation was boring from multiple angles.

There wasn't much to do, the sunlight was strong, and we had to keep walking endlessly.

I passed the time by observing the surrounding scenery.

"Mushrooms?"

My eyes caught sight of large mushrooms continuously releasing spores, and a thought occurred to me.

'Isn't anyone going to mention those...?'

Those mushrooms periodically releasing spores.

They were the very reason this place was called the Forest of the Lost.

If those spores entered a living being's body...

They caused hallucinations, which is why they were often called hallucinogenic mushrooms.

'If those get inside the body, it would be serious trouble...'

People typically became lost in this forest because of those mushrooms, yet Gloria continued walking without saying a word about them.

What's more, the forest's structure—with its massive trees and bizarre terrain—made it nearly impossible to find your way back to your companions once separated.

"Something's not right..."

Feeling suspicious, I took out a compass from my bag to check our direction.

'Just as I thought...'

We were indeed heading in a direction different from where the compass's north needle pointed.

I hurried to stop Gloria, who was going in the wrong direction.

"Teacher, we're going the wrong wa... y?"

I reached out toward Gloria's shoulder, but my hand grasped nothing.

And the figure of Gloria, who had been visible just moments ago, vanished from my sight.

"Ah... damn..."

The one going in the wrong direction wasn't Gloria but me, and at some point, I had inhaled or swallowed the hallucinogenic mushroom spores.

Realizing this while still seeing the illusions of people, I quietly cursed.

"Shit..."

Then I slapped my cheek hard.

-SMACK!!-

A clear sound accompanied by a stinging pain.

After feeling that pain, I looked again at where they had been.

"As... expected?"
"But... what have you been doing all this time?"
"Huh?"

The images of everyone else had disappeared, but one person remained in my sight.

I asked her, who was still visible to me.

"Um... how long has this been going on?"
"About 30 minutes, I'd say?"
"Then... why didn't you say anything?"
"I thought you had something in mind? You suddenly left the main group..."

I put my hand to my forehead, feeling like a hopeless idiot.

'Seriously, get it together... Wait... why didn't I feel anything?'

Of course, the mushroom spores are colorless and odorless.

But when their effects manifest, they usually come with some sense of dissonance.

Yet I felt absolutely nothing when the effects took hold.

'Just like a high-level [Illusion Magic].'

This fact made me think of a certain person.

The only one among us who possessed [Illusion Magic] and had considerable expertise in magic.

That person came to mind.

"Wait a minute... was the Archmage behind us?"
"Yes, along with Duke Kyle..."
"Ah... so it was his doing after all..."

I had heard rumors that Merlin had a mischievous side, but I couldn't easily believe it.

Given his age and the serious, dignified image portrayed in media, it seemed unlikely.

But now I had no choice but to believe it.

"That person? Oh... could it be... Merlin's magic caused this?"
"Yes, probably."

I only had circumstantial evidence, but it was likely correct.

Not many people could cast magic of that caliber.

"Then does that mean we're..."
"Yes, we're lost."
"Ah... I should have tried talking to you earlier..."

I tried to smile despite this ridiculous situation.

It was difficult given the circumstances, but not impossible.

"Don't blame yourself too much. It's not your fault, noona. If anything, it's mine."

It was my fault for not considering that possibility and for not having any means to prevent it.

'This is why mental defense skills are necessary...'

Unfortunately, I didn't have any such skills.

Not even the common [Wall of Mind].

Of course, such a skill probably wouldn't have blocked Merlin's magic, but it would have meant something.

"What do we do now?"
"What else? We need to get moving quickly."

We didn't know where we were or where the main group was.

Moreover, this place had no connection to radio waves, making communication with the main group impossible.

"Won't they manage on their own?"
"I suppose so? They did say that earlier."
"Pardon? Earlier?"

I couldn't understand what she was talking about.

Something must have happened while I was absent.

"Come to think of it, Albert was sleeping then."
"So what was said?"
"Well... Aelin asked what would happen if someone got lost."

This was definitely a memory I didn't have.

"And then?"
"They said if someone gets lost, they should find their own way back..."
"Who said that?"
"Lord Merlin and Father."

Those words certainly matched those two people's personalities enough to make me angry.

Especially Merlin's.

"Really... unbelievable."

Still, I was fortunate not to be stranded alone.

I roughly knew the direction and how to get there, so we could just go, but being alone would be boring and potentially dangerous.

However, with her company, I wasn't bored, and we could handle most monsters together.

"But it's not all bad, I suppose."
"You're quite positive?"
"Let's get going."

Having regained my composure to some extent, I quickly started walking.

She then asked me a question.

"But do you know which way to go?"
"Of course I do. Though I haven't been here many times."
"Was that also related to missions?"
"Yes. This forest is quite useful, actually."

As vast as the forest was, it contained many dangerous monsters and equally valuable materials.

"There are certainly many interesting things here. I hope we get to see a lot during this opportunity."
"..."

Those words.

Hearing what could potentially be the herald of hardship made me feel anxious and uneasy.

And with that unease came numerous presences.

Sensing them, I immediately summoned my sword.

"They say words have power."
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A pitch-black aura suddenly appeared before us.

I smiled as I gazed at the true nature of that aura.

"Orc."

That was the name of the monster that looked similar to the C-rank monster, goblin.

It had skin and pupils almost identical in color to a goblin's.

However, it was much larger than any ordinary goblin.

"Still as disgusting as ever..."

Crooked eyes and an abnormally large nose.

The combination with its mouth, stained with some creature's blood, was so revolting that it was almost impossible to look at.

I glared at the monster with such an appearance while gripping my sword tightly.

-Woong!!-

Though I hadn't activated [Mortal's End] yet, those monsters were looking at me with fearful, anxious eyes.

I quickly approached them and swung my sword.

-Uwaah!!! Uwaaak!!-

The screams of the orcs.

Even their screams were unsettling, but as they were sliced down one by one, they became excellent nourishment for my sword.

"Indeed... this is useful."

It was definitely a useful place.

For someone like me who could hunt relatively weak monsters without any variables, it was perfect.

"That's because it's Alber."

She had been picking up magic stones from the ground for a while now.

She handed those magic stones to me.

"Oh... thank you."
"It's nothing. I should at least do this much."

She seemed a bit dejected.

She had been following behind me, picking up magic stones I hadn't noticed and synthesizing them, which was probably why she was reacting that way.

"I can hunt so comfortably thanks to you, so please don't think like that."

It wasn't just a nice thing to say—it was the truth.

Thanks to the detection ability from [Bitter Cold], we could avoid monsters we couldn't handle, allowing us to move around comfortably like this.

"Oh come on... aren't you giving me too much credit?"
"I'm serious."

If I had been alone, I might have ended up in quite dangerous situations, but I wasn't, and she was always by my side.

As we helped each other navigate through rough and strange terrain, she, looking slightly tired, asked me:

"By the way, do you know the exact location?"
"Not exactly, but we'll know when we get there. There's something that anyone would recognize immediately."

The country of the elves.

The Kingdom of Persia refers to the space inside a massive tree that emits an enormous amount of magical power in all directions.

Of course, given its small population and the space created using storage magic, it might be relatively modest in size to be called a kingdom.

'Still, a country is a country.'

And in terms of magical technology, it was unrivaled.

They could even put the entire massive tree into a state of invisibility.

Of course, there were ways to find it even though it was invisible, so there was no problem.

"I feel reassured when Alber says it like that."
"Don't trust me too much though, it might not be the case."

Even if something happened in the past, there's no guarantee it would happen again, and even if it was that way before, it might not be the same now.

"I know that much..."
"That's good then."
"Anyway, it seems to be getting quite late."

As she said, the sun was gradually disappearing.

Because of that, the forest where we were currently located was also getting darker.

"Let's find a suitable place."

In situations like this, it was dangerous to move carelessly because we didn't know what variables might exist.

So we were looking around for a place to spend the night.

"There's a good spot... over there."

While scanning the surroundings, there was a place that caught our attention.

Where both our gazes simultaneously turned, about 100 meters away from here, there was a large cave.

"Let's go there."

Since the sun had almost set, nocturnal monsters were appearing, making things a bit chaotic, but it was fine.

The cave had been guarded by monsters, but not anymore.

-Slash!! Crunch!-

Since they were weak monsters, it was easy to clear them out, and naturally, we were able to claim the cave.

'It's quite dark in here.'

Instead of using our phone flashlights, we illuminated the dark cave with real flashlights we had prepared in advance.

Only when the flashlight was turned on could we see the appearance of the cave.

I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement at the sight.

"Wow..."

A giant snake's shed skin, skeletons scattered nearby, and crimson blood caked on the floor.

It was a bizarre scene straight out of a horror movie.

I moved a bit closer to observe the scene in detail.

"Hmm... so that's what it is..."

These skeletons probably belonged to people who entered the forest and got lost.

However, they weren't eaten by this giant snake.

'If they were, it would have swallowed the bones too.'

Considering the owner of this massive shed skin, which seemed to be about 10 meters long, one couldn't help but think so.

She also seemed to know the identity of the skin's owner, as she spoke the monster's name in a low voice.

"King Snake."
"It seems like it ate all the monsters that were originally here."

That's why there didn't seem to be any monsters inside the cave.

With this shed skin and traces still quite visible, they probably couldn't come back in.

"But the main body isn't here, right?"
"No, it's not."

A monster like the King Snake would emit an aura that even ordinary people, not just her, would notice.

However, since that wasn't the case, it seemed certain that it had shed its skin here and left for somewhere else long ago.

"Then we can rest with peace of mind."

Relieved by that fact, I took out a lighter I had secretly packed from my bag.

She was looking at it with a surprised expression, so I quickly explained the reason.

"Oh... that?"
"Just in case you're wondering, I don't smoke. I just brought it in case we needed it."
"Oh... okay... but are you going to light a fire?"
"Yes."

Even with the flashlight on, it was too dark, and there was no reason not to light a fire.

"Most monsters are afraid of fire, and if not, we can just kill them, right? And the flashlight battery is precious."
"That's true."

I handed her the lighter I was holding and said:

"I'll go find some firewood."
"Let's go together..."
"Just stay here."
"Okay..."

She responded with a dejected expression as she put her bag down on the ground.

Then she looked at me with a pitiful gaze as I went outside to find firewood.

'What's going on...'

I felt a bitter emotion in a corner of my heart as I left the cave.

'It's completely night now...'

It had become so dark that there was no trace of sunlight.

That eerie atmosphere created by darkness.

I set out to find firewood in that atmosphere I hadn't felt in a long time.

And while gathering logs to use as firewood, a question came to mind.

'I wonder what those people are doing now...'

***

About 5 hours after Alber and Elizabeth had disappeared.

They too had set up a large tent near a small valley and were resting inside.

"Ahh~~ I finally feel alive."
"I know, right~"

There were people like Merlin and Kyle who had no worries, but there were also those who did.

"Will they be okay?"
"Who?"
"Who do you think!?"
"Who?"
"Those two!"

Annoyed by the continuous questioning, Riel asked Aelin, who was unnecessarily worried.

"Since when did you start worrying about your brother like that..."
"Well... it's worth worrying about..."

Still, Aelin admitted her concern, perhaps because Alber wasn't here.

Riel said to her:

"Don't worry, those two will manage well on their own. I think they might even enjoy it..."
"That's exactly it!!!"

Suddenly, a loud voice assaulted their ears.

Startled by the Emperor's outburst, Riel rubbed her ears and muttered:

"You scared me..."
"Riel!"
"Yes?"
"Can we trust that kid?"
"Well... I'm not sure, Your Majesty."

Aelin wasn't the only one worried; the Emperor was also concerned about them, though in a different way.

The Emperor was anxiously pacing back and forth, and the Empress said to him:

"What's wrong with them doing that? Now is the perfect time."
"B-But!? She's still too young... and I can't allow..."
"What will you do if you can't allow it?"

The Empress continued with her usual gentle smile:

"Having already given permission then, all we can do is stay put."
"..."
"If you're that anxious, just believe that Alber won't do anything."

Watching that scene—the mighty Emperor rendered helpless—Riel thought:

'They're quite different from those two... I thought they were similar.'

While the Empress had the upper hand in conversations here, it was almost equal between the other two, and if anything, Alber had the advantage.

Of course, things might change over time, but that's how it was for now.

Persuaded by the Empress, the Emperor was praying with his hands clasped, though to whom was unclear.

And Riel, Aelin, and the Empress, watching him, all had the same thought:

'But I don't think he'll do nothing...'

Ch.137 - 136. Journey (5)
# 136. Journey (5)

I returned to the cave carrying as much firewood as I could.

"I brought it back, but... what are you doing?"
"Ah... just bored."

She was leaning against the cave wall, combining the magic stones we had collected so far.

I laid the firewood in front of her and used a lighter to start a fire.

-Whoosh!!-

The bright light from the fire filled the cave, and thanks to that, we no longer needed to hold flashlights.

'And... it's warm.'

Until just a while ago, whether because it was night or because we were in a cave, I felt cold enough to shiver, but now that wasn't the case at all.

She and I moved closer to the fire to warm ourselves.

"This feels like we're on a trip, just the two of us..."

The dark cave, the smoke rising gently, and the two of us within it.

It was exactly the picture I had only imagined in my head, and exactly that atmosphere.

In that atmosphere, she spoke in a tiny voice.

"Somehow we ended up like this."
"I don't know about you, but from my perspective, this is actually nice."

I moved closer to her, feeling the romantic atmosphere with my entire body.

Then I sat right next to her, our bodies touching.

"!!"

She was quite flustered by my sudden action.

The soft sensation I felt from my left arm and leg touching her, and her breathing echoing in the quiet cave.

The romantic atmosphere created by all these elements combined made my heart race.

"Until just a while ago, I couldn't even dream of something like this."

Usually, we were almost always with the others, so I had to be mindful of them.

But now that this opportunity had come, I couldn't just let it pass.

"Y-yes, the atmosphere was different earlier... there were a lot of people too."
"Aren't you too nervous?"

Her expression showed signs of nervousness, and her voice trembled slightly.

That appearance was so lovely that just looking at her made me smile.

"Well... I can't help it! You suddenly came so close..."
"Is it okay if we stay like this?"
"Yes... of course..."

She seemed very nervous, and I subtly took her hand.

Her face turned slightly red as she spoke up.

"So... are we going to sleep here together tonight?"
"That's how it has to be, we don't have much choice."
"This is completely new to me... it feels like we're doing something really bad..."

I rested my head on her shoulder as I continued the conversation.

"We haven't done anything really bad yet."
"R-really bad?"
"Don't pretend you don't know... you know exactly what I mean."
"I was just saying..."
"I was just saying too."

The atmosphere became somewhat awkward because of that kind of talk.

In that atmosphere, she was the one who spoke up again.

"Come to think of it, I just remembered something."
"What is it?"
"Before we left, my father told me something."

She looked down at my face as she continued.

"He said all men are beasts, so I should always be careful and not trust them too much."
"That's certainly true."

Of course, that statement would hold true even if you replaced "men" with just "people" in general.

So I simply acknowledged it.

However, she seemed to find my ready acceptance unexpected, and I found her reaction unexpected as well.

"Why... that expression?"
"Um... usually in this situation, wouldn't you say 'I'm not like that'?"

I raised my head and looked directly into her eyes.

Then I answered the question I had just received.

"I can't promise I won't touch you."
"What..!?"
"Not necessarily today, but still."
"Well, that's certainly true... but..."

With her face even redder than before, she continued shyly.

"Then... what are you going to do tonight?"

Her face was bright red, and she had an embarrassed expression as she said those words.

And then I saw her plump lips.

Seeing those lips, I could only think of one thing.

'A kiss... would be okay, right?'

In truth, now that I had seen them, there was no turning back, so the thought was meaningless.

Setting aside the consequences that might follow, I initiated action.

I leaned toward her, and our lips drew closer and closer.

As they almost touched, I whispered quietly.

"Tonight, I'll settle for this."

After that, our lips met, and we explored each other.

A wordless conversation of love that continued for a while.

During that time of ecstasy, which felt both long and short, I savored those lips fully, and she did the same.

***

Eventually, that ecstatic and happy time came to an end, and we were both looking into space, hiding our bright red faces.

In that situation, I spoke first.

"This is... really embarrassing..."
"This is truly my first time doing something like this..."
"You seem to have a lot of firsts."
"For someone who talks like that, this is Albert's first time too..."

I hadn't specifically said it was my first time, but she knew it was.

More precisely, she was convinced of it.

"You seem very confident about that."
"I don't need to see the video to know."
"You never know."
"Since I don't know for sure, I'll choose to think that way, so don't tell me otherwise."

I turned my head to look at her face as she said those words.

She had already turned her head and was looking at me.

And then, with that serious expression, she said something unexpected.

"Also, Albert, please forget about me from your past life. I'm different from that person."

But it wasn't completely out of the blue.

I could tell that she had been thinking about this issue a lot, even in our daily lives.

She had said those words after considerable deliberation.

Of course, that didn't change my answer.

"That's a bit difficult, almost impossible."
"...I thought so..."
"But please don't worry about that. I've never once thought of you as a substitute for the Empress."

With history changing, people inevitably changed too, and it was true that the her from then and the her from now were different enough to be judged as 'different.'

However, that absolutely didn't mean I didn't like the current her.

"I love the slightly different you of now plenty, after all, I'm the one who changed things."

In fact, it was correct to say that I was the reason she had changed slightly.

There were no other variables.

And...

"If I had to choose, I love the current you more."
"Is that... true?"
"Of course, you're my woman now."

The cold ice from back then was good, but the unfrozen water of now was even better.

Especially since I could now hold that water in my cup.

"So don't worry unnecessarily."
"Okay..."
"But was that why you've been a bit gloomy lately?"
"Yes... recently I felt like the atmosphere was different from when we first met... I thought maybe you disliked me because I had changed..."

Hearing those words, the corners of my mouth turned up.

I had roughly guessed it was that kind of worry, but I hadn't imagined it would be in such a cute form.

"How admirable, having such cute thoughts."
"I can't help it..."
"Back then, I was forward because it was our first meeting, but that's not my usual personality."

Originally, I was able to act that way because she was someone I already knew well. If she had been a complete stranger, I would have been too socially inept to even speak first.

Of course, I had improved a lot recently, but it used to be really bad.

"But today you were like back then, weren't you? You just... went for it!"
"That couldn't be helped, could it? How could I not do anything when you show such cute reactions?"

Today's cute appearance was also proof that she had changed.

Because she wasn't like this originally.

"I definitely prefer now."
"Suddenly? What do you mean?"
"Oh, it's nothing."
"Hey! What is it? Tell me too..."
"Try to guess it yourself."

We talked about many things, not just that, and in the meantime, she fell asleep first.

She was sleeping soundly, leaning on my shoulder.

Seeing her defenseless figure, the dark thoughts hidden inside me began to stir, but this time I had to hold back.

"Because I promised..."

Keeping promises was my principle, especially promises made to her.

So I just gazed at her for a long time, and eventually, an irresistible drowsiness came over me as well.

'I guess it's okay to sleep...'

Even if monsters came while we were sleeping, we would be able to sense their presence and wake up.

And there was a high possibility that she had fallen asleep like that because she could sense that too.

'I hope she wakes me up tomorrow.'

I couldn't think of anything happier than being woken up by her husky, just-awakened voice.

With such a small wish in my heart, I went to sleep.

Ch.138 - 137. Journey (6)
# 137. Journey (6)

-Tweet! Tweet!!-

The cheerful chirping of birds announcing the start of a day echoed through the cave.

She woke up to the sound and immediately checked her surroundings.

"Seems like nothing happened."

Everything around her remained exactly as it had been yesterday, and he was still sleeping soundly beside her.

Normally, she would have just left him be, but given the current situation, waking him up was the right thing to do.

She gently shook Albert's body and said:

"Wake up, it's morning."

***

That voice—so familiar, yet one I wanted to keep hearing forever.

It even sounded slightly husky.

I woke up to that voice.

"Yawn..."

As always, it was a tired morning, but today it felt less so.

Was it because she woke me up? Or because I heard her voice first thing in the morning?

Whatever the reason, it was a good morning indeed.

"Good morning."

After that greeting, I leaned toward her soft cheek.

-Smooch!-

She was flustered by the sudden intimacy. Looking at her, I said:

"It really is a good morning."
"W-why so suddenly?"
"We kissed yesterday too, why are you so shy?"

Of course, despite my words, her reaction was incredibly endearing.

So much so that I wished we could stay like this forever.

"I'm still not used to it..."
"Then don't get used to it."
"What...?"

She stared at me with a blank expression as I got up from my stiff position.

Then, extending my hand to her, I said:

"Just stay that way, I prefer it like that."

While it might be nice in its own way if she became comfortable enough to initiate skinship, this was definitely more to my taste.

She took my hand and responded to my request:

"I don't know if that's possible, but I'll try."
"That's enough for me."

Afterward, we gathered our unpacked belongings and started walking toward our destination again.

The relatively cool morning was pleasant, but as noon approached, the sunlight became increasingly intense.

However, thanks to her [Bitter Cold], despite being under the sun, we weren't particularly hot—rather, the temperature was just right for activity.

"Is it okay to keep that on all the time? It's nice and cool, but..."
"Don't worry about that. I have magic to spare. And here, it regenerates much faster than usual."
"That's good to hear."

I had been concerned since we still had a long way to go.

But seeing her speak so confidently, it seemed there was truly nothing to worry about.

"By the way... when will we arrive? It feels like we've been walking a lot since yesterday."
"We're still far away, very far."
"How much progress have we made?"

To be honest, we hadn't even reached a quarter of the way.

This forest was vast, and the Persian Kingdom was that far away.

"About 15 percent, I'd say?"
"Not even a quarter of the way..."
"We'll get there eventually. At this rate, it'll take about 4 to 5 days."

Just a week at most, or 5 days if we moved quickly.

Of course, the fact that it was only our second day was an issue, but it wasn't terribly far away, so I didn't make much of it.

Time was something we had plenty of, so there was no rush.

"It takes quite a while. If it's that long, shouldn't we try to find the main group?"
"Do you know where they are?"
"Good point..."
"We'll meet them along the way anyway, and we can progress without necessarily joining up with them."

I wasn't worried about them given their impressive member composition, and we were safe thanks to her detection abilities.

"They won't face any danger, and if we encounter any, we can just run away."
"I hope... nothing happens to them either?"

Ironically, she was worried about them rather than us.

She was concerned when there was no need to be.

"They're probably thinking the same about us, especially His Imperial Majesty."
"I'm making him worry again..."
"Even though we're not really in danger."

He was certainly an icon of overprotection, so no matter how skilled she was, he would be worried.

And not just about safety, but in other ways too.

'This could be trouble if I'm not careful...'

If yesterday's events reached the Emperor's ears, serious consequences could follow.

"I might be in danger."
"Huh? Oh... are you talking about yesterday?"

When I nodded in response to her question, she smiled and said:

"That's obviously a secret."
"That's a relief."
"I can't imagine what Riel would say if she found out..."

Both of us were worrying about our futures in our own ways.

The good news was that if we kept quiet, nothing would happen.

'Probably...'

***

On the third day since Albert and she went missing.

Today too, they were traversing through the forest.

Three days of continuous walking, along with training sessions conducted during breaks.

Exhausted from the grueling schedule, Leo asked his teacher:

"Teacher... when will we arrive?"
"We're about halfway there now."
"Halfway?!"
"Yes, we've made better progress than expected."

Only halfway.

And the comment about making good progress drove Leo to the brink of insanity.

"Haha...."

Leo's hollow laughter.

Hearing it, Kyle asked him:

"Leo, what's wrong? Perhaps this morning's training wasn't enough and you're lacking energy..."
"No! That's not it!"

Traumatized by the hellish training, Leo cut him off, denying his words.

But Kyle remained oblivious to Leo's feelings.

"I'll put in more effort for tonight's session."
"What...? You really don't have to..."

At that moment, Aelin, who had been silent, interrupted Leo and joined the conversation:

"We'd appreciate that! You can make it even more intense!"
"Alright, I'll make it as intense as possible."

After that exchange, Kyle returned to Merlin's side, and Leo finally expressed the anger he couldn't show earlier:

"Hey! Are you crazy?!"
"You're the one missing out on such a great opportunity!"
"I get that, but asking for it to be more intense is a bit much... Do you want to die during training?"

The previous training sessions had been quite challenging for Leo.

But Aelin was different.

Accustomed to tough and arduous training from before, she found it bearable.

"If you lack stamina, just push through with sheer willpower."
"What's with that impractical mentality..."
"That's why you're always behind me."

Normally, he might have responded differently, but this time he couldn't refute her words.

During the nearly week-long training period, he had painfully realized how incredible Aelin's stamina was and how hard she worked.

She wasn't at the level of those two, but she was far superior to him.

"But... what do you normally do to be like that?"
"Join our party and you'll become like me. It's incredibly demanding there."

With training sessions scheduled almost daily, and members who trained on their own even on off days, it was an intense party.

Being with such people, Aelin's stamina had improved dramatically, and she had gradually adopted their passion.

"You should join us, they'll definitely accept you."
"I'll think about it..."
"You sure like to think."

He would eventually join the party, and he probably wanted to do so all along.

And Aelin already knew this.

"And if you join, I'm your senior, so you better use formal speech with me."
"Do you... have that kind of system?"
"Of course, and this is standard in all parties."
"...."

Unable to believe her words, Leo looked at Riel, another member of the party.

His expression seemed to ask if it was true.

Of course, it wasn't, but Riel wasn't on his side.

"It's true. When it's just us, hierarchy is determined by when you joined the party."
"See! I told you it's true!"
"This is... ridiculous."
"If you joined later, of course you should use formal speech. Don't you know how social interactions work?"

Riel was amazed by Aelin's shameless attitude.

Ariya and Amelia, who had been listening quietly, asked Riel a question.

In a voice soft enough for only the three of them to hear:

"Is that true?"
"Do students really do that?"
"It's all an act and a lie."
"Huh?"
"The hierarchy is based on age, and there's no rule about using formal speech just because you joined later."

Finally knowing the truth, they were as amazed as Riel had been at Aelin's audacity.

"She's such a good actor..."
"I know, right? But what do you guys usually do when your party members get together?"

Unlike Amelia, who had seen them train, Ariya seemed curious about this.

Riel gave her a very simple answer:

"Training."
"Nothing else? Like going out together for fun?"
"If you suggest going out, they'd say we should use that time for more training, especially Albert. Her Imperial Highness is a bit like that too."

Some might find it frustrating, but it was that passion that had made them so skilled.

Hearing this, Ariya seemed to understand something.

"So that's why."
"What?"
"When I went to the Academy before, I saw a video of the students in a survival exercise. They were incredibly good, especially those two."
"Those two?"

The Emperor's voice suddenly interjected.

It wasn't clear when he had approached, but both the Emperor and Merlin had come closer and were listening to the conversation.

"When did you all get here?"
"More importantly, I'd like to know what they were good at."

Given the situation, he seemed to become sensitive whenever such topics arose.

The Empress showed no such signs, but the Emperor was quite affected.

"I saw them fighting each other, and they were both amazing."
"They fought each other?"
"Yes, they seemed to be on different teams in the survival exercise."
"Do you still have that video?"
"It's readily available on the internet."

It was a video that had become quite popular online, but the Emperor, perhaps due to his busy schedule, hadn't seen it yet.

So Ariya showed the video directly to the Emperor.
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A relatively short video featuring two people who have been garnering much attention lately.

Princess Elizabeth Michael and her lover, Albert Veros.

In the video, they were attacking each other as if trying to kill one another, and people who watched it had various reactions.

Some found it strange that lovers would fight like that, while others believed they fought so intensely because they trusted each other.

While opinions were somewhat divided, there was one fact that both sides acknowledged.

That fact was...

"These two fight insanely well, it's ridiculously good."

This matched exactly what Leo had just blurted out.

Because of this fact, many hopeful opinions emerged that the future of the Kainis Empire looked bright.

"Your party... Do you train like that too?"
"Of course not. If we did, we'd all be dead."

Those who watched the video showed different reactions.

Some asked questions like Ariya did, while others like Leo and Kyle marveled at the combat.

And the Emperor kept replaying the video over and over.

Actually, when Riel first showed the video to the Emperor, he had been quite worried.

'Won't showing this put Albert in danger...'

That was his concern, but seeing the Emperor's reaction, it seemed that wouldn't be the case.

"Darling, why didn't you tell me about this video?"
"I thought you had already seen it."

The Emperor was moved by their valiant appearance captured perfectly in the video and was satisfied with their tremendous skill.

The continuous battle of wits and psychological warfare.

And the two people who never lost focus even in that situation.

The video was sufficient to explain their potential.

The Empress, who was watching the video with the Emperor, spoke.

"More importantly, Albert is incredibly skilled too, isn't he? He almost beat Ellie."
"He's not just good... I didn't say those things before for nothing."

Even the Emperor, who already knew of his skills from previous events, was amazed by the video.

And of course, the skills of his opponent, the princess, were also remarkable.

The Empress was watching her precious daughter's brave performance with a pleased expression.

"And Ellie has become so strong. Is this really the same child who trembled before monsters? Time flies so fast."
"Darling, she's incomparable to back then."
"That's why you should stop worrying so much. She's nothing like she was then."

She probably didn't bring it up to have this conversation, but somehow the dialogue flowed that way.

"I know... I know."
"If you know, then act like it. Ellie hates how overprotective you are."

Of course, the Emperor already knew this fact.

But knowing it didn't mean he could stop in an instant.

"How can I not worry? She's my child..."

A statement that would hurt Leo's feelings if he heard it.

Fortunately, Leo didn't hear those words.

The Empress was relieved that Leo hadn't heard and continued speaking.

"Just do it in moderation, in moderation. She's doing well now and will continue to do well."
"Alright..."

***

Those who had departed for the Persian Kingdom were about to start their evening training.

This region had become known as dangerous due to frequent battles with demons.

At that time, the sky over Eden was covered with dark storm clouds.

Men were blankly staring at the storm clouds that filled the sky, which had been bright blue until just a while ago.

One of them suddenly spoke up.

"I'm still uneasy, aren't you?"
"Seems you've developed trauma from the last battle, you coward."

This place held unpleasant memories for Ray and Light.

Looking at that place and those storm clouds, there was one person who came to mind.

Agareus, the second-in-command of the Babylon Kingdom.

They recalled the name of the man who had pushed them to the brink of death.

"Honestly, you're anxious too, aren't you?"

Light's question betrayed his unease.

Ray answered with a calm tone.

"I can't show such weakness in front of my son, can I? I have to pretend everything's fine."
"What an excellent father you are."

Light expressed admiration for Ray's dependable demeanor.

Hearing this praise, Ray looked toward the direction of the Babylon Kingdom and said:

"No one can lean on a shaking wall."
"Where did you pick up that line?"
"Read some books when you have time. Anyway, I'm off."

Ray was about to leave with those words, but Light stopped him.

"Hey! Wait, I'm bored."
"It was originally your shift, and I just came out to help. Deal with it. I'm going to see my son."

With those words, he really did leave this time, and the only people left on the wall were Light and the soldiers who had been guarding it originally.

Left alone, Light was looking in the same direction as Ray had earlier.

With a deep sigh, he said:

"I hope nothing happens..."

But the very fact that the Babylon Kingdom's army—even bringing a dragon—was invading Eden was already quite significant.

And there was no one in Eden who didn't know this fact.

Although Eden was frequently attacked, this time was different.

Even though the other side had prepared hastily for this battle, the scale was considerable.

"Of all times, His Majesty the Emperor is absent..."

Right after those words, a boy's voice was heard.

That voice startled even Light, the Knight Commander.

"Dad, we're enough on our own, aren't we?"

He was startled by his son's sudden appearance as he had been lamenting alone.

"Oh... when did you get here?"
"Just now. But don't you think so?"
"Of course we're enough. Dad's here. Dad is."

Light beat his chest with a confident expression.

Chris expressed his wish to such a Light.

"I hope we're enough."
"Don't worry, we have the Hero this time. It's not like the Demon King himself is coming."

They say Bael won't participate in this battle either.

Even though the Emperor was absent, it seems he was uneasy about leaving his country.

And it was also possible that they didn't know the Emperor was absent, so it wasn't particularly strange.

"But how do you know these things?"
"I don't know either. I was just told from above."
"Then that dragon, is it real?"
"I suppose so, if they really are attacking."

Hearing this, Chris looked in the direction of the Babylon Kingdom with eyes full of curiosity, just as they had done earlier.

But his reaction was different from theirs.

"Could that... be the dragon?"

A large dot visible in the distance.

It was too far to see clearly, but one could tell it was something enormously large.

Following Chris, Light also confirmed the sight.

And after confirming it, Light immediately called to him.

"Son."
"Yes?"
"Go down and tell those people it's started."
"What...?"
"Quickly."

Receiving this order, Chris went down from the wall to find "those people" his father had mentioned.

After descending, Chris ran to the dining hall where they were located.

"Hurry...! As fast as possible!"

There, friends like Rachel and Raycle, as well as skilled individuals like Marco, Ray, and Karina were gathered, discussing various matters.

Chris, who had run there at full speed, called out to them while catching his breath.

"Excuse me!"
"Hm? Why are you running?"

Rachel asked this way.

But they had already accurately predicted what was happening just from the fact that Chris had come running, and this was proven by Karina's question.

"Don't tell me it's already started?"
"Yes..."
"How interesting..."

Hearing this, they immediately gathered their weapons and told Chris and the children:

"Remember what we told you before? Just do that."

Afterward, they ran toward the wall where Light was, and the children followed behind them.

Upon reaching the wall.

Those capable of ranged attacks climbed up and took their positions, while the others went outside the wall with soldiers from the Orion Kingdom and mercenaries from famous guilds.

As soon as they went outside the wall, they saw the enemy forces approaching from the distance.

Karina looked at those enemy forces and said:

"They're definitely numerous, but just about what we expected."
"Seems like more than the main force last time?"

Indeed, there were more than during the previous battle.

The level of the monsters and the army was high.

But it still seemed manageable.

"With just this many, we can subdue them easily."

Well-founded confidence emanating from her skill.

With such confidence, Karina drew the sword she was carrying.

Then she declared to her allies:

"Everyone! You can all return alive! Provided, of course, that you give it your all."

Ch.140 - 139. Journey (8)
# 139. Journey (8)

The second battle of Eden began about two weeks earlier than expected.

Those surprised by this sudden battle weren't just the participants themselves.

The Persian Kingdom, which could be said to have no connection to that battle.

Even there, the battle became a major topic of conversation.

"It started earlier than scheduled."

Princess Luna of the Persian Kingdom had always been interested in other races and the world outside her kingdom.

Her Highness was keeping a close eye on this battle as well.

Just like the previous one.

"Wow... there's even a dragon..."

An unidentified flying object, the creation of the Persian Kingdom's greatest inventor.

Luna was able to use this invention to watch events unfolding in that distant place from her current location.

And as she was watching the war with eyes full of interest, someone approached her.

"Luna, how is it going?"

The owner of that voice, Diamir Crystal.

Luna's grandmother and the former queen of the Persian Kingdom.

Unlike Luna, Diamir had no interest in human affairs, but she did take an interest in this particular war.

"It's really tight, so much that I can't tell who will win. Would you like to watch together, Grandmother?"
"That's alright. Let me know when the situation changes."

She seemed interested only in the outcome of the war, not wanting to watch the process.

And she was also more concerned about something other than the war.

"More importantly, didn't you say humans would be arriving soon?"
"Yes! They should arrive sometime today! If they know the way."

Luna, excited about humans coming here, showed an even brighter expression than usual and was curious about the reason.

"But why are they coming?"
"That's obvious, they're coming to form an alliance."
"An alliance suddenly? Even though they've been like that for hundreds of years, they've never asked us for an alliance."

There had been countless wars before this one.

However, throughout its long history, the Kainis Empire had never received help from any country except the Orion Kingdom.

"And now they suddenly want an alliance with us?"
"This time is different. Do you know why the Demon King hasn't engaged in battle for such a long time?"
"Because of the Emperor and Merlin?"

The Emperor of that era and Merlin had participated in many of those numerous battles, but Bael himself had not directly participated in combat very often.

You could count those occasions on your fingers.

"That's right. He couldn't win against those two unless he was on his home ground. And conversely, those two never invaded the Babylon Kingdom."
"That's true..."
"But now Merlin is nearing the end of his life."
"Already?"

With Merlin's magical power, he could live at least 500 more years at his age.

However, he had lived his life too intensely.

To the point where his body could no longer endure the fatigue.

"He's been fighting like that since that age, so it can't be helped."
"If he dies, the Empire will certainly be in danger."
"That's why they're asking for our help, and there must be other reasons too."

From various perspectives, it was the right situation to ask for help.

And that alliance would bring many benefits to the Persian Kingdom as well.

"So we'll... accept, right?"

Luna's face showed quite a bit of anticipation, though she didn't know why.

"Probably. There's no reason not to."
"Then does that mean we can travel to other countries too!?"

Luna was extremely excited, and Diamir smiled at her cute question and answered.

"If we form an alliance, it's entirely possible."
"Really!?"
"Of course."

Hearing that answer, Luna was as delighted as a child receiving a birthday present.

"Are you that happy?"
"Of course! It means I can meet people my age!"

The Persian Kingdom is a country of elves and dwarves.

Elves and dwarves are quite few in number.

And among them, young individuals like Luna are even rarer.

"Didn't you say you met someone before?"
"Yes, he's the one who's coming now. But he's separated from the main group, so he'll arrive a bit later."
"Is he finding his way here well?"
"Yes."

Despite being separated from the main group, Albert was finding the exact path to this place.

And Diamir found this fact puzzling.

"That's strange..."
"What is?"
"If he's separated from the main group, then he's also separated from that elf, right?"
"Yes... Oh? Then how is he finding his way here?"
"That's why I said it's strange."

Realizing this fact, Luna recalled what had happened before.

Especially the last words he had said to her.

-"I'm not rude enough to ignore a princess's greeting."-

Those words and the actions he was showing now.

They seemed incredibly strange.

"It really is... strange..."
"You should ask him later. It would be awkward for me to ask."

With those words, Diamir left Luna's room, and after confirming she was alone, Luna continued what she had been doing.

The image of Eden came into Luna's view.

The battle was still ongoing in Eden.

"I think I've seen them before too..."

A priest engaging in close combat against demons and a warrior cutting down demons with just his bare hands.

These people showing such unbelievable feats were also children she had seen before.

"They're incomparable to before..."

The uniquely rapid growth rate of humans.

Luna marveled at that tremendous speed of growth.

"I still only have one unique skill..."

Of course, the awakening methods for elves and humans are different.

Very different, but still, the speed was ridiculously fast.

"Then how much stronger has Albert become?"

Seeing how quickly they had grown, she became curious about how much Albert, who had been the strongest among them, had grown.

So she used the flying object circling around the Persian Kingdom to check on him, who was separated from the main group.

However, she couldn't quite capture his image.

"Wait... that!"

Luna seemed startled by something circling near him.

She hurriedly gathered her weapon, which was like an extension of herself, and immediately rushed out of her room.

Luna, who had rushed out of her room in a hurry.

Diamir asked her:

"Where are you going?"
"I'll be back quickly!"

***

A massive presence felt in the surroundings.

The direction of that presence was moving at an incredible speed.

As if it were surrounding us.

"Ridiculously fast."

Normally, just running away would be enough, but that wouldn't work with this creature.

Not only was its basic speed impressive, but it could also freely navigate the rough terrain, which made it even more formidable.

"We can't escape."

However, the woman and I accepted this fact calmly.

Even in this situation, she confidently followed the movement of that presence with her eyes and said:

"If we don't run, that's fine."
"Can we... win?"
"With that thing, it should be enough."
"It's difficult against that creature. Just stopping its movement? And only temporarily."

No matter how formidable the Abyss might be against living beings, that only applied to low-level monsters.

For a monster like the King Snake, as I mentioned earlier, it would only stop its movement temporarily.

"That's enough, isn't it?"
"Please block it well. It seems like I'm finally in the mood to do this."

The ominous presence, having changed its mind, was now rapidly approaching us.

I prepared for battle against that presence.

-Woong!!-

Due to the characteristics of this place, I hadn't activated [Mortal's End] for a while, but this time I didn't hold back on using the skill.

And I even summoned my sword in the form of a dagger.

'This should make it more even.'

Agility raised to the highest level I could currently achieve.

Thanks to that, my body felt as light as a feather.

So light that the sword in my hand felt heavier.

'Even so, you're still inferior. At best, we might be equal.'

And since it was a somewhat developed specimen, there was no need to consider the other stats.

There would obviously be an overwhelming difference.

But looking at her expression, it seemed like I didn't need to worry about that.

"Of course, just trust me."

Along with her confident assurance, a strange creature appeared.

A life form in the shape of a snake, but too enormous to simply call it a snake.

That creature finally appeared before us.

-Ssssss!-

An even more massive form than the shed skin I had seen before, with fangs as thick as my forearm.

It was certainly a sight that would make an ordinary person lose their will to fight just by appearing.

I raised my sword, facing such a monster.

"Can you also block the poison?"
"I'll try my best."

A somewhat ambiguous answer.

However, since the poison was also created with magical power, she should be able to detect and block it.

Believing that, I recklessly charged toward the monster.
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As soon as I approached, the King Snake responded as if it had been waiting for this moment.

A tail befitting such a monster.

That tail was covered with countless spines.

'If I get pricked by mistake, I'm dead...'

Those spines contained venom potent enough to cause death from mere contact.

I moved in a direction to avoid those spines.

Then, while evading the spines, I wounded its tail.

-Slash...-

However, due to the King Snake's slippery yet tough skin, I couldn't inflict any meaningful damage with my dagger.

In such a frustrating situation, I wanted to transform my weapon into a greatsword immediately.

But I couldn't do so easily.

'That would be quite dangerous...'

Not only was it dangerous, but there was also no guarantee that changing forms would allow me to inflict wounds.

Yet I couldn't just remain as I was.

'Then I have no choice but to trust.'

I had no option but to rely on her supportive abilities.

I trusted her and changed the form of my sword.

-Woong!!-

An energy far greater than the dagger from moments ago.

That energy, which startled even its master, frightened the monster.

The intimidated King Snake distanced itself from me and continued to eye my sword warily.

It seemed that being a high-level monster made it sensitive to strong energy.

"You can just go in."

Her voice reached me in that situation.

Hearing that confident voice gave me courage I didn't have before.

"I was planning to do just that."

I closed the distance that had widened, and afterward, I targeted only weak points like the tail and chest.

As soon as I narrowed the gap, that tail approached right in front of me.

I raised my sword and struck the tail forcefully.

-Thud!-

Despite wielding a massive greatsword with increased strength, I still couldn't penetrate its skin.

But it was much better than before.

Of course, that wasn't what mattered now.

'Here it comes.'

An opening created while attacking.

The monster precisely targeted that opening, and dozens of spines flew toward me.

However...

-Clang!-

A barrier appeared before my eyes at that moment.

That barrier blocked the dozens of spines flying toward me.

'It just blocks them... thank goodness..'

Indeed, perhaps because it was her magic, even the King Snake's spines couldn't penetrate it.

Still, knowing it wouldn't hold for long, I quickly moved positions.

-Crack!!-

Just as I expected, before long, a large hole formed in the center of the barrier, and venom-coated spines were passing through it.

'But this is good enough.'

The barrier didn't shatter instantly and held for at least 5 seconds on average.

And 5 seconds was more than enough time.

After that, trusting in her barrier, I continued to advance forward, and that action led to meaningful results.

-Kieeeek!-

Angered by the continuous attacks, the King Snake moved even more vigorously, and the number of spines it shot increased compared to before.

But such changes weren't problematic.

Rather, as time passed, I became accustomed to its movements and gradually gained composure.

'This time, to the right...'

Predicting that the spines would fly to the right, I turned my body to the left.

-Swish!-

As expected, the spines flew to the right, and since I had moved in anticipation, no additional measures were needed.

And even if my prediction had been wrong, I would have dealt with it using the Abyss.

Thanks to this, she, who had been focusing solely on support, could now put strength into her attacks.

The sword she created with [Ice Magic] and my sword simultaneously pierced the monster's tail.

-Stab!!-

Finally, my sword penetrated the monster's skin, and red liquid flowed from the wound.

Even the skin that initially wouldn't even get scratched eventually gave way, and the severely wounded monster writhed in pain.

-Kieeek!!-

Losing its senses due to the sudden pain, the monster threatened me with its vicious fangs.

To use its weapon, the monster moved its head, its biggest weakness, toward me and opened its enormous mouth to bite me.

But that decision was a mistake.

"Your mouth is disgustingly huge."

In response to that action, I immediately imbued my sword with the Abyss.

Then I thrust my sword into that massive mouth.

-Stab!!-

At that moment, the Abyss contained in the sword stirred inside the mouth, gradually eroding the space.

If it were anywhere else, it would have been blocked by that tough skin, but the mouth was an exception.

That place, filled only with pure flesh, was excellent prey for the Abyss, and the Abyss enjoyed a brief feeding time.

In such a situation, the monster couldn't move properly, creating a huge opening.

And I quickly exploited that opening.

-Slash!! Slash!!-

The defenseless monster had no choice but to endure without any resistance, and I didn't miss this golden opportunity, unleashing as many attacks as possible.

Even though it was inside the mouth, I couldn't devour everything.

After that brief moment, which was all too short, the Abyss returned to me after finishing its meal.

'Just... this much.'

In truth, the damage inflicted by the Abyss wasn't that significant.

But the damage I inflicted during that time was by no means negligible.

Having suffered major damage, the King Snake began to guard itself after that time ended, and its movements became sluggish.

Of course, from our perspective, this was more challenging.

It was because it didn't readily allow openings.

However, judging by her movements, she didn't seem to mind.

'I guess that's enough.'

She, who had been supporting me from behind since the start of the battle, suddenly used [Haste] and rushed forward urgently.

Using her remaining mana to spam [Haste], she arrived in front of the monster.

Then, pointing her staff at the monster, she quietly murmured.

"[Absolute Zero]."

With that cold voice, a small light detached from the tip of her staff.

From that light, an overwhelming magical power surpassing Rachel's [Two Suns] could be felt.

That blue light, which even made the Abyss that had finished its meal react.

That light touched the monster.

-Crack!!!-

The King Snake's skin where the light touched.

Starting from that part, the monster's body began to freeze gradually, and eventually, its entire massive body froze.

A gigantic ice sculpture as if touched by a master's hand.

Looking at that sculpture, I said:

"Really... that's a cheat skill."

In the case of living beings, if their vitality drops below a certain percentage, it can instantly kill them—a legendary cheat skill.

[Absolute Zero].

Memories of being on the receiving end of that skill once before came flooding back.

"Cheat? It's such a hassle. I have to pay attention to vitality, say cringy things..."
"Ah... so you have to do that."

I thought she was doing it because she wanted to.

"I can use it without doing that, but its power decreases."
"The fact that such power comes from just that is already cheating. But last time, it wasn't particularly powerful, was it?"

Come to think of it, I was hit by [Absolute Zero] last time but was unaffected.

I just felt extremely cold and couldn't move.

Of course, that was fortunate.

"That's because of vitality."
"It's definitely a tricky skill. So, is this thing dead now?"

Although it was frozen solid without the slightest movement, I couldn't let my guard down.

"Probably?"

And that response made it even more impossible to relax.

I chuckled at her ambiguous answer.

"Probably?"
"Yes."
"But at least I don't feel any energy..."

The energy of mana that all living beings possess.

Fortunately, unlike before, no such energy could be felt from this ice block.

"...anymore."

However, a different kind of energy from before was felt nearby.

Energy approaching this place at tremendous speed.

If I detected it, she must have known about it already.

"But do you know who it is?"
"At least it's not a monster."

Clearly human energy, and in my case, energy I had experienced once before.

So we waited for that person in our current position, and before long, that person appeared before us.

'It feels like it's been a really long time...'

Since I had seen her during the midterms, it wasn't particularly long ago, but it felt like at least a year had passed.

The elf I met again seemed at a loss for words as she looked at me, her, and the ice block behind us.

As Luna stared at us with a blank expression, she spoke to her first.

"Hello?"

The most awkward greeting ever, which made the surrounding atmosphere awkward as well.

Seeing that peculiar scene, I burst into laughter involuntarily.
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Luna was still in a daze after receiving that greeting, and we approached her.

Then the woman who had just greeted her called out to Luna once more.

"Excuse me?"

Only after hearing that call did Luna seem to come to her senses, and she finally responded.

"Uh... Oh! I'm sorry... I was just a bit flustered..."
"Are you perhaps here to escort us?"
"Yes... that's right, but... did you two really catch that?"

Luna was still doubting that fact.

Of course, it was perfectly understandable, so neither I nor she felt any displeasure at Luna's behavior, and I answered Luna's question.

"Of course we did."
"You've certainly gotten stronger than before..."
"Before...?"

She repeated the word "before" while staring at me.

Her cold tone and chilling gaze even made me feel a bit afraid.

"I... I've seen you once before... in the past."
"When exactly?"

For some reason, her voice grew even colder, and I hurriedly explained the truth of the matter.

"During midterms, I happened to meet you when I entered the dungeon. Just by chance..."
"Hmm... you're not lying, are you?"
"Of course not. If you're still suspicious, you can ask her directly..."

Seeing her tone return to normal, it seemed she didn't really think I was lying.

That suffocating moment just now.

Luna, who had been watching the situation from the side, spoke up herself.

"It's true. After defeating the monsters, he left right away."
"I see you're not lying after all."

I don't know why, but I had the feeling that if I hadn't told the truth, something terrible would have happened.

'She's really scary...'

It was far too frightening to simply think of it as jealousy and be happy about it.

Just seeing that expression was enough to make me break out in a cold sweat.

Fortunately, that expression didn't last long, and after regaining her usual demeanor, she asked me:

"Why are you so tense?"
"Ah... I must not be feeling well. There was that incident earlier too, right?"

Her reaction seemed to be telling me that her previous demeanor wasn't intentional.

Or she might be asking while knowing full well.

Though for that, her reaction was too natural.

"I guess so... I haven't been sleeping properly for a while. Excuse me, Elf lady?"
"It's Luna."

Luna's calm voice made me wonder why she had come here.

And I wasn't the only one with that curiosity.

"By the way, why did you come here? Was it to escort us?"
"Something like that... I thought it looked dangerous..."

As she said this, Luna looked at the ice block.

It seemed she had rushed over after judging that monster to be dangerous when it made contact with us.

"It certainly was dangerous."
"But... you caught it. Weren't you not at this level before?"

Luna looked at me with eyes full of wonder.

My growth had certainly been rapid.

However, there was a problem with attributing the capture of the King Snake to my growth.

"It was more thanks to her than me. I couldn't have done it alone."
"I can't call that modesty this time."

As she said, it wasn't just a polite remark.

Thanks to her support ability, I was able to get used to its movements, and her skill [Absolute Zero] played a crucial role.

"But who is this person? For a human, she has an extraordinary amount of magical power..."

The two people who seemed somewhat similar were complete strangers to each other.

Two people with similar auras, and they even shared the commonality of high status.

"She's our Imperial Princess."
"Imperial Princess?"
"Yes."

I also revealed Luna's identity to her.

"By the way, this person is a Princess."
"I thought so..."
"You knew?"
"Sort of."

I'm not sure what gave it away, but she seemed to have already predicted it.

I was curious about how she knew, so I asked right away.

"How did you know?"
"Because she's beautiful."
"What...?"

It was such an unexpected answer.

And hearing that response, Luna smiled broadly and expressed her gratitude to her.

"Thank you! The Imperial Princess is beautiful too!"
"Thank you."
"By the way, have you seen any other humans around here?"

This place was quite close to the Persian Kingdom, so the main group that had fallen nearby should be around here too.

Assuming they traveled at a similar pace to us, that is.

They might have already arrived.

"Yes, they're nearby, but quite far from here."
"How long would it take to get there?"
"From here, about a day or so?"

It was quite a distance, more than I had thought.

We must have moved more quickly, arriving much faster.

The difference was about a day, after all.

"Then we should go there first."
"But... how did you get this far? You seem separated from the main group."
"When we first entered, they gave us a rough location."

Even after I said that, Luna seemed unconvinced, but while she observed my reaction, she didn't express her doubts verbally.

And since what I said was technically true, it wasn't a problem.

In her case, she already knew the answer to that question, which made it even more so.

"Well then... shall we depart?"
"Just a moment."

Though it was getting quite late and we should leave quickly, there was something to do first.

Looking at the monster we had just caught together, I continued speaking.

"We should take this with us."

A monster on a completely different level from other ordinary ones.

The corpse of the King Snake.

Both its name value and its worth as a material were excellent.

A corpse of considerable size.

Luna looked at the corpse and said:

"But how will we carry it?"
"Could you please melt this?"

Hearing my request, she placed her staff against it just as she had done earlier, and the frozen ice block began to melt rapidly.

After about 10 minutes, the corpse regained its original form.

"Is your magical power alright?"

It was highly unlikely that such a feat could be performed without any cost.

At the very least, she must have consumed some magical power to do that.

"I'm fine, it doesn't take much."

For some reason, to me, that statement sounded like "it doesn't not take much," but I didn't have time to dwell on it.

I approached the lifeless King Snake and began the dismantling process.

-Slash!! Crunch!!-

I separated the monster's inner flesh from its tough skin and also put useful materials like bones, teeth, and organs into my bag.

Due to its large size, it did take some time, but not unreasonably long.

"It didn't take as long as I expected. But what do you use organs for?"
"They can be used as potion ingredients."

With the variety of potions available, there are also an enormous number of recipes.

And even for the same potion, if the ingredients differ, the performance or effectiveness changes slightly, so there are almost no useless materials.

Even flesh that contains poison and can't be used for food can be sufficiently used as potion ingredients.

"Let's depart now."
"Don't you know where to go?"
"Of course we don't. We just rushed in this direction without a plan."

Luna seemed to ponder for a moment at my flawless acting.

She probably considered the possibility that I genuinely didn't know.

"Then let's depart."

After that, Luna took the lead and guided us to the Persian Kingdom.

Being with Luna made me feel more at ease.

Otherwise, I would have had to persuade the guards at the kingdom's entrance myself.

'That would have made us wait another day or so...'

After walking for about an hour, we arrived near the entrance of the kingdom, and the atmosphere there was quite different from the forest we had just been in.

"Coming here gives me a strange feeling... kind of eerie, I'd say?"

As she said, there was an eerie chill permeating the entire area.

This chill was intentionally created by the elves.

The intention was probably to make people leave quickly by giving them such a feeling.

"The kingdom must be nearby."
"That's right. It's so that people who accidentally come here will quickly run away."
"Is it okay to tell me such things?"
"Of course. You're the Imperial Princess of a country that will soon be our ally."

I don't know how she knew, but she was already aware of why we were here.

And judging by her reaction, it seemed she had already decided to accept the proposal.

'How did she know...'

It was as if she had listened to the conversations of the main group beforehand and made a decision.

It seemed like they were monitoring the entire forest.

Of course, with the technological capabilities of the Persian Kingdom, that would be more than possible.

"You seem to know everything."
"I just heard about it. And we've arrived."

At that moment, an ordinary-looking tree came into view.

However, the energy emanating from that tree was anything but ordinary.

A tree that exuded an eerie aura that made one's skin crawl just by being near it.

Looking at the tree, I asked Luna:

"Is this an illusion magic?"
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"Yes, that's right."

As Luna said, the ordinary-looking tree that appeared normal to the eye must have an illusion spell cast on it.

Perhaps that's why the aura emanating from that tree felt so alien.

I could also sense a strong compelling force, as if it were shouting at us to leave this place immediately.

'Was it always this intense? It seems they've cast it too strongly...'

The magic was far too powerful to be merely for concealment purposes.

Something must have happened related to this.

And as we approached the tree, figures appeared as if they had been waiting for us.

Two elves armed with high-quality weapons.

They looked back and forth between Luna and us.

"Princess, those people are..."
"It seems they haven't been told much yet, but it's fine. They are quite distinguished guests, so please maintain your dignity."

Luna continued speaking while gazing at the endless forest vista behind us.

"And other humans will be visiting tomorrow, so if they come, please guide them to the palace."
"Yes..."

Despite hearing Luna's words, the two still glared at us with expressions full of discontent.

It felt somewhat unpleasant, but it couldn't be helped.

We couldn't contact them beforehand, and we were unexpected guests. Besides, we were humans, not elves or dwarves.

Still, I was grateful that Luna didn't dislike humans.

"Let's go in now."

After saying that, Luna slowly approached the tree.

She walked toward it as if nothing were there, and soon passed through the tree, disappearing inside.

"Wow..."

She, who had been staring blankly at the tree, finally let out a small exclamation of wonder.

Even for someone like her, that sight must have been truly fascinating.

Of course, what she saw and what I saw would be different.

"It's enormous..."
"It probably looks different to you, noona."

For her, who was unaffected by illusion magic, the tree's true form would be visible.

Not the small tree currently in my sight, but a massive tree that seemed straight out of a fairy tale.

"How does it look to Albert?"
"Just a tiny little tree."
"That's fascinating..."
"Let's go in now."

After that conversation, I slowly walked toward the tree just as Luna had done, and she followed behind me.

When we reached the tree, the surroundings and atmosphere changed instantly, as if we had entered a dungeon.

A massive tree appeared in that moment.

It was truly a wondrous space, no matter how many times I saw it.

"So this is how it is?"
"It's amazing."

We marveled like country folk visiting a city for the first time, while Luna watched us with a pleased expression.

Then, looking at the uniquely structured village that came into our view, she said:

"Welcome to the Kingdom of Persia."

Their kingdom, though not enormous, had its own exotic charm.

It possessed a different appeal from the cities of our country.

The vines of that massive tree served as the ground they walked on and as staircases, and they had built homes of various designs to live in.

Among those diverse structures, one building particularly stood out, and she pointed to it, asking:

"Is that the palace?"
"Yes, isn't it splendid?"
"It certainly is impressive."

A structure with nothing particularly special about it.

Compared to other buildings, it was visually just a bit larger, but the feeling it gave off was distinctly different.

The immense magical energy emanating from that place.

That energy was how I could tell it was the palace.

"What could possibly be there... to emit such a powerful aura?"
"Nothing special, just a slightly large magic stone."

Luna's words, which seemed to tell me not to expect much, made me chuckle involuntarily.

'Slightly large?'

The magic stone, the source of that energy, was not just "slightly large" as Luna had said.

It was enormous, being the source of the magical power sustaining this space.

It was on a completely different scale from the magic stones we could normally obtain.

"Saying it's nothing special makes me even more curious."
"Don't expect too much. It's not that big since we have to replace it frequently."

Maintaining this space, concealing it, and preventing dungeons from appearing within it—all these tasks constantly consumed an enormous amount of magical power.

Therefore, they couldn't rely on a single magic stone for a long time and had to replace it often, but even so, it would still be impressive enough to draw admiration.

"So, are we going to the palace now?"
"Yes, of course. You're honored guests."
"Does His Majesty already know about us?"
"Yes, naturally. Almost everyone in the palace knows."

It seemed the news of our arrival had already spread.

And judging by the lack of any incidents so far, it appeared that no one had any objections.

"I'll lead the way, so please follow me."

Luna, with an excited expression, guided us to the palace, and we followed her.

Along the way, we admired the surrounding scenery and chatted with Luna about various things.

'But they don't seem particularly concerned.'

Perhaps because elves are less emotionally volatile, no one said anything even though we were walking around so openly. At most, we received occasional glares.

It could be because Luna was with us, or perhaps the king had already mentioned us, but that was the extent of it.

It was a markedly different reaction from what humans would show.

'It would be different if it were the opposite.'

If Luna had come to Lucerne, it would have caused a tremendous sensation, and many people would have rushed to speak with her.

Even in Gloria's case, though it's different now, it was a big issue at first.

We found this fact itself quite fascinating.

Then Luna said something as if she had read our thoughts.

"The people here are all busy with their own affairs. Is it different where you're from?"
"Quite different. If the princess were to go there, it would probably cause a commotion."
"Really?"

I nodded in response to her question.

And Luna, seemingly surprised by this fact, asked me another question.

"In the case of humans, is there any... hatred toward other races?"
"That varies from person to person."

In that regard, elves and humans were quite similar.

Just as there are elves who discriminate against other races and those who don't, humans are the same.

"That's just like us."
"But there aren't many people who dislike elves. They don't have a particularly negative social image."
"Many people actually like them."

As she said, there were quite a few people who were crazy about elves.

There were even party members who came to mind when thinking of such people.

"I didn't know that... I thought many people would dislike us..."
"Well, it's not like there aren't any."
"There are certainly fewer."
"Then what about you two?"

Upon receiving that question, we glanced at each other, and she answered first.

"I don't particularly care either way."
"Me neither."

I didn't particularly care except in special cases like demons.

And she was probably the same as me.

Luna seemed relieved by this fact, and by then, we had conveniently arrived at our destination.

"That's good to hear, and we've arrived."

A somewhat modest design for what was called a palace.

However, the soft and luxurious aura transmitted by the magical energy enhanced the palace's mysterious atmosphere.

And as we arrived, people who seemed to have come out to greet us came into view, and Luna introduced us to them.

"Oh? You're already out here. These are the people Mother mentioned before."

The most prominent person among them.

The current monarch of the Kingdom of Persia and Luna's mother.

Diabolica Crystal.

Having heard Luna's words, the monarch looked at me and her, and began to speak.

"First, I apologize for not coming to greet you earlier. I am Diabolica Crystal, the monarch of the Kingdom of Persia."
"I am Elizabeth Michael, Imperial Princess of the Kainis Empire."
"I'm Albert Veros."

After the brief introductions, we followed them into the palace.

The monarch entered a room with a large table and numerous chairs, and we followed Diabolica.

"I would ask everyone except these two and Luna to wait outside."

Those who heard the monarch's command promptly left the room, and we chose one of the many chairs to sit in.

The largest chair at the center of the table.

Seated in that chair, the monarch spoke first.

"First, I want to say thank you for the trouble of coming all this way."
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Diabolica was indeed a much more humble king than I had originally expected.

Since I had never met her in person before, I didn't know what kind of person she was.

Of course, I could have guessed that Diabolica would be similar to Luna since she was Luna's mother, but naturally, I couldn't be certain.

"I'm somewhat surprised that two such young—almost childlike—individuals managed to travel such a long distance without any difficulty."

Diabolica continued speaking in a kind tone, looking back and forth between me and her as she spoke.

"If it's not too impertinent, may I ask your ages?"
"Of course, I'm 19. Albert is 17."
"You're much younger than I expected... I thought you'd be at least Luna's age..."

Luna's age...

In terms of actual age, Luna was approaching 100 years old, so I didn't feel particularly good about that comparison.

Of course, in human years, Luna was only about 25 years old, so I understood why she said that, but it still left me with mixed feelings.

'But more importantly... I want to rest...'

I was quite tired after struggling for about a week on our journey.

And just like me, she must be tired too.

In fact, she might be even more exhausted than me since she had been constantly maintaining "Bitter Cold" to support me, but she didn't show any signs of fatigue and steadfastly continued the conversation.

"By the way, how did you know we came for an alliance?"
"That was a simple prediction. I roughly knew what had happened with the Babylon Kingdom, so I thought that might be the case."
"Roughly?"

Hearing that question, Diabolica explained what she roughly knew.

"Things like how the Babylon Kingdom has joined hands with the beastmen, and that a major battle is taking place in Eden."
"You know quite a lot?"

They certainly knew many things for supposedly having no exchange with the outside world.

The current state of the war, the battle taking place in Eden, and so on.

Even recent developments.

Their excellent information-gathering ability wasn't limited to this forest.

"There are ways to know things."
"I see your technological prowess is as impressive as I've heard."
"We still have a long way to go, since that person can detect us."

That person.

The person Diabolica was referring to was probably Bael.

It seemed that even Persia Kingdom's unmanned reconnaissance devices could be detected by people with extraordinary sensing abilities like Bael or Merlin.

"Your Grand Magician seems to have noticed it long ago as well."
"As expected..."

It was just like Merlin to know about it but not take any particular measures.

"But... is it okay for so many key forces to be away? The Emperor at the center of the empire, Merlin, and two talented individuals despite their young age..."
"It's fine."

The battle currently taking place in Eden would be fine.

Because not only Rey and Light, but also Karina and Marco were there.

I wasn't worried at all, especially since we had also recruited many high-level mercenaries.

"They're people we can fully trust."

Just like last time, Bael wouldn't be personally attending this time either, so we should be able to fend off their attacks without major casualties.

Hearing those words, Diabolica showed a relieved expression and said:

"That's good to hear. More importantly, what are your impressions of our country?"

Quite a simple question.

Diabolica looked at me and her as she continued speaking.

"It's been a while since I've seen humans, so I'm curious about your thoughts."
"It was fascinating in a good way, since it's very different from the environment I'm used to."
"The air quality here is absolutely amazing..."

She was genuinely impressed by the surrounding air with its high magical concentration.

Of course, I agreed with her opinion.

Just breathing in gave the sensation and effect of having drunk a mana recovery potion.

Both of us were quite satisfied with the current situation, and Diabolica was pleased by that fact.

"I'm glad you like it. Please make yourselves at home during your stay here."

Diabolica called for a maid waiting outside the room.

A maid then entered the room.

A female elf who looked too powerful to be simply called a maid.

Diabolica pointed to the maid and continued:

"This maid will guide you to the rooms where you'll be staying for a while. And if you have any questions, feel free to ask. Now, if you'll excuse me..."

After saying that, Diabolica left the room and disappeared somewhere.

Then, the maid led us to the rooms where we would be staying.

Fatigue washed over me on the way to the rooms.

Unable to hold back, I covered my mouth and yawned.

"Tired, aren't you? Me too..."
"Definitely tired..."

It felt like I would fall asleep immediately upon lying on a bed, and the same was true for her.

So both of us arrived at our rooms with sleepy eyes.

"These are your rooms. Please rest comfortably, and I'll be here if you need anything or have any questions."
"Thank you."

After briefly saying goodbye to each other, we entered our assigned rooms.

A large bed and tasteful interior.

Those things certainly caught my eye, but that wasn't what mattered right now.

'Ah... so sleepy...'

I immediately surrendered myself to the bed before me.

And again, fatigue washed over me.

Unable to withstand it, I fell asleep.

***

Unlike those two living comfortably, the warriors of Eden were enduring all kinds of hardships.

Among those warriors, some had suffered deep wounds, and others were exhausted from the continuous battles day and night.

And in the process, quite a few warriors had lost their lives.

-Slash! Clang!!-

The sound of warriors' swords filled the battlefield at all hours.

At the center of that scene were numerous powerful individuals.

Rey and Light, the captains of the Kainis Empire's Knights, and Marco, one of the heroes.

And Karina Ignite, the princess of the Orion Kingdom and the protagonist of this war.

A massive pillar of fire summoned by Karina's sword strike was burning countless demons.

"Aaaah...! It's hot...!"
"Hey! Get away!"

The demons suffering from those flames.

But they weren't just taking the hits passively.

After all, they had their own powerful individuals.

The executioners of the Babylon Kingdom.

About four executioners, including Agareus, were barely maintaining the balance of the battle.

Agareus, the current leader of the demons, looked at familiar faces and scenery with a wicked smile.

"It's been a while, everyone."
"Shut up, loser."

Light's words were filled with killing intent.

It seemed he had accumulated considerable anger from what had happened last time.

"We'll win again this time, you vermin."
"You talk big for someone who won with the Emperor's help. This time will be different."

Saying that, Agareus raised his weapon high into the air.

Rey and Light pointed their swords at Agareus.

Then they shouted:

"Come at me, you monster!"

With those words began a battle between the greatest warriors of each nation.

Rachel couldn't help but admire the sight.

Then she looked at her sister, who was struggling in a different area.

Karina spoke harshly upon seeing Lilith.

"Disgusting and vile demon, I don't think I've seen you before."
"Would you call me a succubus instead?"

The two were clearly polar opposites.

They too began a bloody battle.

Karina's sword strikes and Lilith's magic—a sight that inspired awe just by watching.

Children who seemed somewhat out of place on this battlefield admired the scene.

"Wow... this is really intense."
"One hit would kill me..."

It was a battle of much higher level than the one between Albert and Elizabeth, which had been the highest level battle they had commonly witnessed.

It was truly a battle of monsters.

Chris had these thoughts while watching the battle:

'Should we even be here?'

Battles of a level absolutely unreachable with his current skills were taking place right before his eyes, and he could never intervene.

This would be the same even if Albert or the Princess were here.

However, if it had been them, they wouldn't have had the same thoughts as Chris just now.

And instead of blankly watching the battle like the current Chris, they would have been diligently performing their duties.

Just like Reina was doing now.

-Slash! Thud!!-

Instead of blankly watching the fight, Reina chose to kill as many enemies as possible.

'If it were Albert... or the Princess, they would have done the same, right?'

Reina was thinking about the two people who unfortunately couldn't participate in this battle, while firmly walking the path she needed to take.

Just like those two people.

***

Those two people.

As always, they were conducting their morning training today as well.

-Clang! Clang!!-

Clear metallic sounds echoed through the massive training ground.

They were enjoying the refreshing morning hours listening to those metallic sounds.

After continuing like that for quite some time, Luna appeared at the training ground in what looked like pajamas, as if she had just woken up.

"From early morning... you're already at it..."
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I unconsciously stared at Luna as she brought up such a topic.

"Ah..."

Flustered by her outfit with considerable exposure, not knowing where to place my eyes, I immediately looked away.

Luna then checked her attire with a puzzled expression.

"Oh...!? I'm... I'm sorry..! I'll go... change my clothes!"

Luna left the training ground with a flushed face.

Seeing her go, I let out a sigh of relief.

'It seems she doesn't normally dress like that...'

When I first saw that shocking appearance, I thought she dressed that way at home, but fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.

However, there was one thing that wasn't fortunate.

"Did you just see that?"

A calm yet cold tone.

For some reason, it was perfectly identical to that tone from back then.

I avoided her gaze and answered her question.

"I did... but this..."
"It's certainly not Albert's fault."

I was relieved that she understood I wasn't to blame.

Then she continued in a different, more normal tone.

"If you had said you didn't see it, I would have been angry, because I... hate things like lies."

She disliked lies.

That hadn't changed, then or now.

Of course, who would like being lied to, but in her case, it was a bit more intense.

Having seen so many lies and pretenses since childhood, it was understandable in a way.

"Besides, I like Albert's honest side..."
"That's an honor."

It seemed almost impossible to lie to her now.

How could I possibly lie when she said things like that?

Just as I thought this, Luna reappeared, having changed into ordinary outdoor clothes.

"You came back quicker than I expected."
"Um... please forget about earlier... I don't usually dress like that..."
"Understood."

The aftermath of that incident seemed to still linger with Luna.

Somewhat shyly, Luna asked me the question she had started earlier.

"Do you always train at this time?"
"Well... normally I'd be attending the Academy, but this is what I do on holidays."
"Academy... is that really a thing?"

It seemed she was reacting that way because the Persian Kingdom didn't have educational facilities like academies.

"Yes, it really exists."
"Could I... attend too?"
"No."

Only minors between the ages of 14 and 19 can attend the Academy.

However, Luna was already an adult, and her skills were on a completely different level compared to the current Academy students.

"Why... not? Is it because I'm an elf?"
"No."

I didn't explain the reason, feeling it might hurt Luna's feelings.

Nevertheless, Luna persisted.

"Then why?"
"Because you're too old."

Upon hearing those words, Luna's face lost its vitality, and she spoke in a dejected state.

"So that's the reason..."
"And honestly, you're too skilled for the Academy anyway."
"Isn't that... the same for you?"

That was certainly true.

But even so, it was better for me to attend the Academy.

"In human society, academic credentials are much more important than the princess might think."
"I think I've heard about that before, that when hiring people, they look at which academy or school they graduated from."
"That's right."

I originally thought this was unreasonable, but after being in a position to hire people myself, my perspective changed somewhat.

It wasn't always the case, but people from good academies or schools often followed instructions better and were more skilled, which led to this practice.

"That's why I attend. You can also build good connections by meeting many people. And it's surprisingly fun."

Unlike before, lately, life at the Academy had become more enjoyable.

She was there, and I'd grown to enjoy training with our party members.

"I'm envious... we don't have anything like that."
"But it also has many downsides—it can be bothersome, and staying only at the Academy gets boring."

Still, it was clearly an experience worth having at least once.

The process itself was a memory worth making.

"I'm still envious..."
"Would you like to try attending once?"

Her rather unexpected proposal.

I stared blankly at her, and the flustered Luna quickly spoke up.

"Didn't you just say... it's not possible?"
"It's not normally allowed, but we can make it happen."

Make it happen, she says.

Certainly, someone like her could make it possible.

Moreover, since Luna was also a princess of the Persian Kingdom, if she wished for it, it could certainly become reality.

"Besides, most people don't even know how old my sister is."
"Really?"
"Yes."

I wasn't sure how these two had become so close, but they seemed quite friendly despite having met just a day ago.

"But is that really okay? Shouldn't we at least get permission..."
"It should be fine! Our parents would probably be okay with it."
"Well... if you say so..."

I wasn't sure if it was appropriate for a country's only princess to just leave for another country like this, but she seemed to want to do it.

'She'll probably want to go home after staying for about a week anyway...'

Luna seemed to have quite a fantasy about Academy life.

But that fantasy wouldn't last long.

Probably...

Just as I thought this, a voice reached our ears.

"Here you are..."

A voice I had heard for the first time yesterday.

Yet it didn't feel unfamiliar at all, perhaps because it was quite similar to Luna's.

"Mother!"

Upon seeing her mother, Luna approached like a puppy finding its owner.

And then she actually put into action what we had just been discussing.

"I've found something I want to do."
"Oh? What is it?"
"I want to enroll in the Academy."
"Wow..."

Impressive decisiveness.

I couldn't help but admire her determination.

"Really? But our country doesn't have an academy. Ah, could it be...?"
"Yes, exactly what you're thinking."
"Alright, do as you wish. But aren't you past the age for attending the Academy?"
"That's not a problem, he says."

The king's permission came surprisingly easily.

I wondered if it was really okay to grant permission so casually.

She was a princess, and moreover, an elf—a rarity in human society.

The fortunate thing was that Diabolica seemed aware of this.

"But it might be dangerous... are you sure?"
"Of course."
"Confidence is good, but there are plenty of strong humans out there, like those children."

Diabolica said this while looking into my eyes.

Luna spoke to Diabolica.

"If it's dangerous, wouldn't those children protect me?"
"Well..."

I met her gaze directly and denied Luna's words.

"Don't count on that."
"Is that so?"

Hearing my denial, Diabolica smiled meaningfully.

It was quite similar to the smile Merlin had when she first saw me.

"Luna, you've made quite an interesting friend."
"What? But more importantly, why shouldn't I count on it..."

Humans are creatures of betrayal.

They would betray even their own families for personal gain.

But Luna knew far too little about such human nature.

"What if we betray you?"
"Well... that..."
"I advise you not to trust others too much. You might get hurt."

For some reason, Diabolica was smiling brightly as she listened to our conversation.

And she was still looking at me without turning away.

"Humans are indeed prone to betrayal, but surely there are those who aren't. Like you."
"How do you know I'm not like that?"
"Where in this world would you find a traitor who warns, 'I might betray you, so be careful'?"
"Even that could be part of a strategy."

Of course, I've never seen a traitor who speaks like that either.

"That could certainly be the case, but not with you."

Unwavering confidence without a trace of doubt.

I was left speechless by her firm conviction.

"Albert certainly isn't that kind of person."
"So does that mean you'll allow it?"

Luna seemed excited hearing those words.

Diabolica looked at Luna and said:

"But didn't we make a promise before?"
"A promise?"
"I believe I said I'd allow it if you brought a reliable son-in-law."

It seems Luna, unable to contain herself, had already spoken about this before.

And the promise made then was to bring a reliable son-in-law.

"Well... I need to find someone before I can bring a reliable son-in-law..."

As Luna said, there weren't many people in this country.

With so few people, it would be difficult to find not just a reliable son-in-law but even a friend of the same age.

However, Diabolica seemed to have already found someone suitable among those few people.

"Why wouldn't there be someone?"
"Who could possibly be available?"

Luna asked incredulously.

The queen answered Luna's question simply by shifting her gaze.

"Hah..."

A gaze filled with disbelief.

For some reason, I was the recipient of that gaze.

"Me... me?"
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For some reason, all eyes were on me.

I couldn't understand why their gazes were directed at me.

"Really... me?"

Diabolica nodded at my question.

Then she gave me a look that seemed to ask what the problem was.

"I'm already taken."
"And?"

Again, that expression asking what the problem was.

Looking at her face, I realized something.

"What...? Oh..."

In the Persian Kingdom, polygamy—both polygyny and polyandry—was extremely common.

It existed in the Cainis Empire too, but not to this extent.

"It's only natural for capable individuals to have multiple spouses. They have a duty to pass on their excellent abilities to future generations."

Certainly, in the sparsely populated Persian Kingdom, increasing the population this way made sense.

However...

"That's the elves' situation. Ours is a bit different."

As she said, our circumstances were quite different.

We already had a substantial population, and our advanced education system produced plenty of outstanding talents.

Above all, due to numerous economic, ethical, and social issues, most people didn't choose polygamy.

Of course, some still practiced it, but that was the general trend.

"Aren't there quite a few humans with multiple spouses as well?"
"That's true, but..."
"Then there's no problem."
"But why me specifically?"

Surely there must have been other suitable candidates.

Even with their small population, there had to be others.

Yet despite that, Diabolica had named me as that person.

"I'm just an ordinary, average student."
"For an ordinary student, you were quite strong, weren't you? Strong enough to catch a King Snake."

Unlike Luna, Diabolica seemed to have witnessed that scene with her own eyes.

"And you're quite kind too."
"Me?"
"Yes."
"What exactly..."

Suddenly, that maid from before appeared in the training ground.

She interrupted our conversation to deliver her message.

However, since it was rather welcome news, I couldn't complain.

"Your Majesty, the humans you mentioned yesterday have arrived and are heading this way."
"They're earlier than I expected. Let's go greet them."
"Yes, understood."

With that exchange finished, the maid disappeared somewhere.

Diabolica looked in the direction the maid had gone and said to us:

"They'll all be here soon, so let's go out too."
"Your Highness, what about the academy discussion...?"
"I already told you, if you bring someone capable enough to protect you, I'll allow it."

With those final words, Diabolica left the training ground.

Luna just stood there, staring at Diabolica's retreating figure.

She looked somewhat pitiful.

I said to her:

"Let's go for now."
"Okay..."

I felt sorry for the dejected Luna, but there was nothing I could do.

I couldn't volunteer for that role, nor did I want to.

'What an exhausting promise...'

Still, from Diabolica's perspective, it was quite a reasonable arrangement.

No matter how skilled Luna was, she would still be in danger.

And assigning bodyguards wasn't feasible either.

It seemed Luna disliked that option, which is why they chose this approach instead.

"But... you won't do it, right?"
"Of course not. I just met her yesterday."

She continued in the same small voice she had used earlier when asking that question.

"I just asked in case. You might have been close before, you know?"
"I suppose that's possible."

I said that, but excluding her, I hadn't been close with any women before.

I wasn't at all close with women like Eve from my party, or Amelia and Ariya who had fought countless battles with me.

"But there was no one like that. The only person I was close with was Chris..."
"How did you even live? You have a face that would be popular with women, and your personality isn't bad either..."
"Maybe only you think that, noona."

My personality was quite different from before.

And my appearance couldn't really be said to be the same as before either.

"I used to live like a complete shut-in."
"You can still do that now."
"I don't want to..."

I was satisfied with how I was now, and above all, if I went back to that state, that person who had just appeared after a long time would have something to say.

That person, whom I seemed to be seeing for the first time in almost a week, looked me up and down.

"Oh... you're alive and well?"
"Did you think I'd be dead?"
"You could have been."

Though it was my sister whom I hadn't seen in a while, I still felt nothing.

Rather, my eyes were drawn more to the Emperor beside her.

After brief greetings and introductions with Diabolica, the Emperor approached me.

I greeted him with an awkward smile.

"Your Majesty... have you been well..."
"How could I be?"
"I guess not..."

The Emperor seemed angry.

I could only hold my breath at his somewhat aggressive tone.

"You already know what I'm worried about, right?"
"Of course... but I really didn't do anything..."
"And you expect me to believe that?"

It certainly wasn't a believable story.

But with her testimony, it might become more credible.

"It's true, really nothing happened."
"Really?"
"Yes, of course."

She was acting quite naturally even in front of her father, who looked so intimidating.

If he knew it was an act, he would feel terribly betrayed, but...

'As long as we don't get caught, it's fine.'

Besides, no one else knew except for her and me.

And the Emperor, who had been so angry until just now, seemed to calm down at her words.

"If you say so, then I'll believe it."
"Come on~ He really didn't do anything?"

Amelia chimed in with an unnecessary comment at that moment.

I gave her a warning look.

'Please... shut up...'

Amelia seemed to take the hint and didn't say anything more.

Of course, she still maintained that mischievous expression she'd been wearing all along.

'She's really annoying...'

Thankfully, Diabolica's next words changed the subject.

"Let's go inside. It's not good to stay out here."

Hearing that, the Emperor, Merlin, Kyle, and Ariya followed Diabolica into the palace and then into that room from before.

They were probably going to discuss the purpose of their visit.

"But why aren't you going with them?"

Amelia, however, headed to the palace library with us.

It didn't seem like she had any particular reason for not joining them; she just wanted to keep asking those kinds of questions.

"Did you really not do anything? No way, right? Come on, seriously?"
"Is that why you didn't go with them?"
"I don't really need to follow them anyway. The alliance is practically confirmed, and I can just hear the details later."

She was certainly right.

The Persian Kingdom had nothing to lose from this alliance, so they would gladly accept it without imposing any special conditions.

"Still, this is..."
"So did you really not do anything?"
"I'm telling you, it's true!"

This person, despite not being a teenage middle schooler, kept asking these questions.

It seemed she just enjoyed seeing my uncomfortable reactions.

"Just tell me."
"There are more than five people here right now."

And if those five people found out, the chances were high that everyone in the world would know.

Especially that person who kept asking questions—she was the biggest problem.

"What would you even do with that information...?"
"It would be fun to know. Just think of it as sharing a story, just once."
"No."

She was persistent, and I continued to refuse her proposal.

'I need to change the subject...'

With Amelia acting like this, even Elin, Leo, and Professor Gloria were becoming curious about it.

There was only one way out of this situation.

"Princess, that thing you mentioned before. Could you show it to us now?"
"The thing I mentioned before?"
"You said we could see the battle happening in Eden from here."

Of course, if someone was directly filming it, we could watch it online, but that was the human way.

In the Persian Kingdom, they typically use their own inventions for long-distance communication.

They probably knew we had entered this forest and fought the King Snake using those inventions.

"We can also—"
"Shut up."
"Yes, that's possible."
"Could you show us? We can't do that, so I've been curious since before."
"Of course, just a moment."

After saying that, Luna went somewhere to fetch something, and shortly returned to the library carrying a huge book.

Luna showed me the book and said:

"This is it."

Then she immediately opened the extremely thick book.
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The sky over Eden was still shrouded in dark energy.

The war raging beneath that sky showed no signs of ending.

Despite continuing for about a week, the heat of the battlefield had yet to cool down.

'This is lasting longer than expected...'

I thought it would end in about a week, but reality proved otherwise.

Still, it was good that the battles had continued without the walls being breached during that time.

"Looks like they took down the dragon too. I was worried about that."

Bodies of demons and humans were strewn across the ground.

And visible among those corpses was an enormous body.

It was none other than the corpse of a dragon.

How they managed to kill it remained a mystery, but it was certainly fortunate.

'Fenex... Lilith... Agareus...'

I could visually confirm at least three Executioners, and the number of demons was also tremendous.

They were almost comparable to our army in size.

'At this rate... they won't be able to invade by the end of the year.'

A battle of this scale could be considered an early version of the massive battle expected at the end of the year.

And because of that, it would be impossible for them to launch another large-scale battle at year's end.

"How is it?"
"It's fascinating."

I liked how it felt as if I were actually there on the battlefield.

It was definitely different from watching it through a video.

"It feels like I'm actually there..."
"And how is our situation?"
"It seems fine so far? We've taken down almost all the monsters they brought, and we're keeping the Executioners in check..."

From what I could see, the situation was favorable for us.

However, I couldn't feel at ease.

Human affairs are unpredictable, and above all, I had an unsettling feeling.

'Why am I so anxious...?'

For some reason I couldn't understand, the more I watched, the more urgent and anxious I felt.

Despite the situation being positive enough that anyone would think we had the advantage...

"But judging by your expression, you don't seem fine at all."
"I don't know why... but I feel uneasy."

I wasn't exactly sure what expression I was making, but thanks to her words, I knew it wasn't a cheerful one.

'Please... I hope nothing happens...'

Just as I prayed in my heart, reinforcements from the enemy side entered my field of vision.

And leading that army was a black shadow.

The shadow was so far away it was barely visible, but for some reason, my gaze remained fixed on it.

More accurately, I couldn't look away.

"That... could it be..."
"What? What's wrong?"

The malevolent energy I could feel despite not being there in person.

That energy reached me just from looking at that shadow.

Energy of that magnitude.

Even among demons, those who could emit such energy were extremely rare.

At most...

'No way...'

If it wasn't Agareus or Lilith, it could only be the person I feared it might be.

Realizing this, I immediately put down the invention.

Then I spoke to the people who were staring at me blankly.

"We're in big trouble."

At that moment, a maid suddenly entered the study.

Her presence seemed to explain the current situation.

***

The long, drawn-out battle seemed about to come to an end.

People who had initially fought with murderous intent gradually lost their stamina as time passed.

Sensing the danger, they began to be more cautious.

The battle was about to end without even breaching the walls.

If not for the one who appeared afterward, that's how it would have ended.

"Looks like we've won this time?"

Light smiled, sensing victory in the battle.

Even Agareus seemed to acknowledge this fact.

"You've honed your skills quite well... However! Next time, we will surely be victorious!"
"You sure like talking about 'next time,' but you're going to die here anyway."

The situation was so favorable that no one could refute those words.

Even Rey, who usually disliked boasting, didn't object.

But after that exchange, a chilling energy enveloped the battlefield.

The sudden appearance of that energy seemed like a rebuttal to Light's words.

"What is this...?"

Everyone who felt that energy.

People stopped what they were doing and turned toward the direction of the energy.

A group approaching from the distance.

And the massive shadow leading that group.

All eyes focused on that shadow, the source of the energy.

"Ah... no way..."
"How... how long has it been...?"

Light shook his head at the unpleasant thought that crossed his mind, while Agareus, for some reason, wore an ecstatic expression upon seeing that shadow.

Both men predicted the same identity for that shadow.

"His Majesty..."
"The Demon King..."

The identity of the shadow they predicted.

That being's name was Bael.

The king of the Babylon Kingdom and also known as the strongest demon, a monster.

That monster was approaching this place.

"Why is that monster here..."

Some humans seemed to lose their fighting spirit due to the overwhelming energy he emitted, while the demons had the opposite reaction.

"His Majesty has come to the battlefield..."
"Is this for real!?"
"We're witnessing a historic moment!"

Bael's appearance, which even the demons hadn't expected, reignited their morale that had been plummeting.

"Everyone, keep fighting! We... can win! We can win!"
"With His Majesty here, of course we'll win!"

The demons were confident of victory with Bael's arrival.

The humans, on the other hand, had the opposite reaction.

"We're finished... we're done for..."
"Is this real...? It's a dream, right?"

And Lilith, a demon, also had a reaction similar to the humans.

'Why is he here... why?'

Lilith's plans were completely derailed by his appearance.

So Lilith spoke to the woman in front of her.

"Hey, human."
"Huh?"
"Run away."
"What...?"
"Run away right now..."

There was still some time before he would arrive here.

If they started running now, they could escape.

After all, Bael wasn't particularly skilled at pursuit.

"It's still okay, quickly take them and run."
"Why are you saying this..."
"Shut up and hurry."

She could say this because only Karina was nearby.

Karina was puzzled for a moment about why Lilith would say such a thing, but there was no time to ponder that now.

"Get out of here now! You stupid girl!"

Lilith's urgent voice.

Only after hearing that voice did Karina start to move.

"Finally, you understand..."

Having come to her senses, Karina took Chris, Eve, Rachel, Reina, and Reicle and fled inside the walls.

The children being pulled by Karina's hand were still worried about those left on the battlefield, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

"Shut up and run! These kids must survive no matter what!"
"Wait! What about the people over there!?"
"They'll manage on their own. You just need to think about yourselves."

Karina urged them as she turned back toward the battlefield.

"Don't think about coming back, just go quickly."
"Then... what about you, sis?"
"I'll handle myself. It's not your concern."
"Sis! Wait..."

After saying those words, Karina immediately left.

Rachel tried to stop Karina from heading to the battlefield, but Karina was already running toward it.

"S-Sis..."
"Hey, come on quickly."
"Are we really just going to leave like this? With all those people there?"
"Do you want to die?"

Reicle, maintaining his composure even in this situation, looked at them and said:

"If we go, we'll just die for nothing."
"But still..."
"But what? If you want to die here, just go. I'm going to survive."

With those final words, Reicle turned his back on the battlefield.

They had no choice but to agree with him and follow.

So the children hurried their steps to escape from Eden.

'Please... survive...'

Rachel looked back at the battlefield with eyes full of lingering attachment, muttering to herself.

She thought of that boy who wasn't here now but must be somewhere in this world.

'What would Albert have done...?'

***

Silence hung over the battlefield.

Very few people still maintained their composure in that battlefield.

"Hey, Light."
"Huh...?"
"If I hold him off, can you all escape?"
"Don't talk nonsense."
"That's the best option."

Even though Bael might lack pursuit skills, it would be dangerous if no one stopped him.

Moreover, it wasn't just Bael.

There was also Fenex, who was skilled in speed, and Lilith, who could completely conceal her presence.

"Hey... are you serious?"
"Of course I'm serious. Do I look like I'm joking?"
"Then what about your son? Your family...?"
"Can I ask you a favor?"
"Huh...?"

The sincere tone.

Light seemed taken aback by Rey's tone.

"Please, and Reicle will guide him well on his own."

Saying this, Rey advanced one step at a time.

His figure, sacrificing his life for others, was sufficiently admirable.

And at the same time, pitiful.

"Tell my son I'm sorry."

With those words, Rey activated his unique skill, [Limit Break].

Bearing everything alone, he barely supported his increasingly heavy shoulders as he moved forward.

And at that moment, a drop of water fell to the ground.

Looking at it, Rey murmured:

"Seems like it's starting to rain..."
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-Pitter! Patter!-

For some reason, the dark clouds in the sky had not cleared even after the battle ended.

And now, rain was falling from those dark clouds.

The atmosphere had become gloomy because of it...

'Or perhaps not...?'

More accurately, the already gloomy atmosphere had become even more depressing because of it.

The incredibly somber atmosphere of this place.

It was certainly fitting for something called a funeral.

'He's trying to act like it doesn't affect him...'

Raicle, dressed in black mourning clothes, stared at his father's memorial portrait.

He was trying his best to pretend he was fine, but it showed on his face.

What else could he do?

Raicle barely swallowed his rising tears as he took care of his mother, who was weeping sorrowfully.

'How pitiful...'

His father, Ray, had sacrificed himself to save all the powerful warriors on that battlefield.

He had made the best decision in a situation that could have easily resulted in total annihilation.

Ray's heroic death.

It was a death worthy of applause from the entire nation, and indeed, many people applauded his decision and mourned his passing.

And of course, I felt the same way.

'Really... that was a close call...'

Although Ray's death was deeply regrettable, this was the best outcome.

If he had tried to save everyone halfway, they would have all died instead.

Ray had noticed the moment he saw Bael and immediately made the right decision.

He truly possessed the wisdom and decisiveness befitting the position of a Knight Commander.

"Isn't it magnificent? To sacrifice oneself for everyone else..."
"I think so too."

As the Emperor said, it was indeed a magnificent death.

It was the honorable death that any warrior who fights for their country on the battlefield would wish for.

'The Empress died like that too... though somewhat differently...'

Though somewhat different, it was similar in that she had sacrificed herself for the country on the battlefield.

"I wish I could die like that too..."
"It's still too early for that."
"Far too early."

The Emperor, who had shown no reaction at first, displayed a completely different response when she spoke up.

"I'm just saying, just saying. I have no intention of dying before you ascend to the throne, no matter what happens."
"Don't die even after that..."

She said those words in a gloomy voice while looking at Raicle.

She seemed to have felt many things watching Raicle grieve over his father's death.

"Yes, I'd prefer if you lived until this country falls, if possible."
"Are you telling me to live forever?"
"I'm just saying."

If the Emperor were to die at this point when Ray had just passed away, it would truly become dangerous.

Fortunately, there shouldn't be anything that could cause the Emperor's death now.

In terms of ability, he was equal to or greater than Bael, so it would be fair to say that dying in battle was impossible.

'Only Bael at his peak condition could manage it.'

Since Bael had the spatial constraint of needing to be in his own kingdom to maintain his peak condition, there shouldn't be any problems as long as no one thoughtlessly invaded that place.

And that's also why Bael doesn't participate in battles directly.

No matter how powerful a Demon Lord might be, without being at peak condition, he couldn't gain the upper hand against the Empire's strongest.

'But how did he know...?'

However, this time Bael had come to the battlefield in person.

He clearly did so because he knew that the Emperor and Merlin weren't nearby.

Bael isn't one to enjoy gambling.

This incident was all the more meaningful and ironic because he was someone who valued his own life and his country's existence above all else.

'There are two possibilities.'

Either Bael truly took a gamble, or someone told him about the situation.

It had to be one of the two.

But considering what I knew about Bael until now, the probability of the former was close to zero.

So someone must have informed Bael of the fact...

'But who?'

I did have a few people in mind.

People who abandoned the Empire when the Emperor committed suicide and Merlin died of natural causes in my previous life, causing the Empire's power to plummet.

The names of such people came to mind.

As I was going through those names one by one, her voice reached me.

"Do you... know something?"

It seemed she had a rough idea of what I was thinking.

Of course, given the location, I couldn't answer her question right away.

"Let's talk about it later, somewhere else."
"Yes... that would be better."

Today was not the time for such conversations, but rather a time to bid farewell to a hero who had sacrificed himself for the country and for us.

I looked at the portrait of the brave and benevolent hero and thought:

'I hope you're happy there.'

The high position of Knight Commander and the expectations of countless citizens.

The pressure and responsibility that came with that position and those expectations must have been difficult for him.

Still, he lived up to those expectations as if to prove himself.

Just like the ideal hero in our imagination.

***

The day after the hero's funeral, the sky remained dark.

That sky seemed to reflect the current atmosphere of the Kainis Empire and Raicle's heart.

I looked up at that sky as I made my way toward the academy.

'Not much of the vacation left...'

The summer vacation had only about a week left.

Perhaps because of all the major events, the vacation had passed by too quickly.

Heading to the Persian Kingdom to form an alliance, the second Battle of Eden, and Ray's funeral.

Quite a lot had happened to impact the Empire.

"Hey! Hey!"
"Huh...? What?"
"Why don't you answer when I call you?"
"Ah... I was just lost in thought for a moment..."

It seemed she had been calling me for a while, but unfortunately, I hadn't heard her right away.

Aelin, whose words had been ignored several times, was looking at me with a pouty face.

"What is it?"
"What was that thing you mentioned before?"
"What thing from before?"
"At the funeral, what you were talking about with the Princess. When she asked if you knew something."
"Ah..."

Aelin had been behind us at the time, so she must have overheard our conversation.

"Well... do you know why that Bael guy doesn't appear on the battlefield in the first place?"
"I do know that."

This was actually common knowledge applicable not just to Bael but to all Demon Lords, so it was a famous story that everyone in this world knew.

"But this time was different, right?"
"That's right."
"I was just talking about that, nothing special."
"Do you know why it happened!?"
"There are only two possibilities anyway."

In truth, all I knew were the names of those people from back then.

And I wasn't even sure if they were really the culprits.

"I don't know for certain either."
"You don't know?"
"Yeah."

Still, just in case, I told her about what had happened then and the names of those people.

Because of that, she would probably be gathering information, either by herself or by having Riel do it.

And I was also trying to collect information through Lilith.

'But...'

Unfortunately, even Lilith didn't know who had provided that information.

She didn't even know that Bael would come to that place.

It seems it was Bael's independent decision.

"And it's not like we can do anything even if we know."
"You're the Princess's boyfriend."
"So what?"

No matter what, I'm just one of many students.

If someone like me were to say that the culprit might be among the high nobles, no one would believe it.

"Of course, it would be different if the Princess said so, which is why I already told her."
"So the Princess isn't coming today?"
"What are you talking about..."
"With everything that's happened, she might be busy."
"She's still a student, you know."

It was still too early for her to be involved in such matters.

And knowing the Emperor's personality, he wouldn't entrust her with work at such an early stage.

Of course, in terms of ability and mental strength, she was more than capable.

"She'll probably be here soon... actually, she's already here."

Two female students were waving at us from quite a distance away.

They were wearing training clothes provided by the academy and even had hats on, but I could immediately tell it was her because of the enormous magical energy unique to mages.

And the person next to her was probably Riel.

I headed toward them with Aelin, and she greeted us with a bright expression.

"You came quite early?"
"I had nothing else to do. More importantly, about what we discussed before?"

The one who answered that question was Riel.

As I expected, Riel had investigated on her behalf.

"Among the people who knew we went to the Persian Kingdom, there were a few that you mentioned, but other than that, there's not much to go on."

Riel then listed those people's names.

Indeed, they were people who had betrayed the country when the Empire was struggling.

But there was one strange point.

"None of those people are mages, right?"
"That's right, they're all ordinary people. Why does it matter if they're mages?"
"It's important."

Unlike Riel who asked me why it mattered, she already seemed to know the reason.

"The demon race doesn't have things like phones, right?"
"Ah... it's a communication issue."
"So they probably used magic or an item to communicate..."

Ironically, most of those people were either office workers or nobles with no connection to magic.

So the possibility is...

'Who did it for them? Who? In the first place... someone who could... huh?'

Along with that possibility, I realized something.

Even if magic was used, it would need to connect from our country to the capital of the Babylon Kingdom.

We can't even get close to that area in the first place.

And there are no items that can connect over such a long distance.

So magic would have to be used, but there are very few people who can use such high-level communication magic.

In the Kainis Empire, it would be limited to someone like Merlin.

'But that doesn't mean Merlin is the culprit.'

Saying Merlin was the culprit was less believable than saying the world would end tomorrow.

It was that unrealistic.

Then it means the culprit is not from our country.

I voiced this thought.

"I think we might be looking for the culprit in the wrong place."
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"Huh? What do you mean..."
"Ah, that actually makes sense."

She was certainly quick-witted, having already grasped the meaning of my words.

"So the culprit might not be among us."
"What? What do you mean?"
"There aren't many humans who could do something like this, right? So there's a high probability that the culprit isn't human."

Of course, it was too early to say this with absolute certainty, but the possibility was indeed quite high.

After all, elves are generally more versed in magic than humans.

"So then...?"
"When we went to the Persian Kingdom, someone who saw us might have reported to Bael."
"What if he didn't know we were coming?"
"That's not possible."

Bael was someone who valued his own life so much that he rarely showed himself on the battlefield even when the Emperor and Merlin died, so the possibility of him taking such a gamble was extremely low.

Of course, the situation now was completely different, which could introduce variables, but the probability still remained low.

"So please contact the Persian Kingdom and tell them there might be someone who's been communicating with the Babylonian Kingdom."
"Alright, I'll do that."

With those words, Riel left to go somewhere, and as I watched her leave, I asked her:

"Where is that person going?"
"I sent her on an errand."
"An errand?"
"Yes, Albert will be surprised when he sees it."

I wasn't sure what she meant, but judging by her tone and expression, which seemed more excited than usual, it must be something quite good.

It seemed like she had ordered a new artifact or purchased a high-performance item.

"I doubt I'll be surprised. Do you know how many items I've seen?"

During my time as a special forces soldier and knight commander, I had seen countless items.

I had seen artisan-made artifacts as well as items dropped in dungeons to the point of exhaustion.

And in the process, I had seen many so-called "broken items" with ratings exceeding S-class.

Because of that, it was almost impossible for an item to surprise me.

That's what I thought...

However, shortly after, Riel returned with some object in her hand.

And she was with Ariya.

'Huh...?'

The enormous magical power emanating from Riel, or more precisely, from the object she was holding.

I couldn't help but be taken aback by that energy, which surpassed not only mine but even her magical power.

'What... is that?'

I couldn't easily think of an object that could emit such energy.

It was too small to be a magic stone and too large to be an egg of a high-level monster.

'Then... a heart?'

That was the only thing that came to mind right now.

Still, with that level of energy, it must be the heart of an extremely powerful monster.

For example, something like a dragon...

"Ah... a dragon's heart?"

Hearing my small mutter, she smiled meaningfully and answered.

"A bit surprised, aren't you?"
"A little... bit."
"A dragon's heart?!"

Ellin was fidgeting beside me.

It seemed she was excited about the opportunity to see this legendary item that she had only heard about.

"Is it real?!"
"Yes, of course. Ellin, you saw that video too, right?"

The video filmed by a journalist from the Orion Kingdom.

That video captured everything about the second Battle of Eden.

From the first day of the battle to the last day when Bael joined the battlefield.

The video spread throughout the empire via the internet, and we had watched it too.

And the video also showed our party members and the imperial army joining forces to hunt the dragon.

"The body separation is finally complete."

Extracting a heart from a dragon's corpse is not an easy task, and in reality, it's such a difficult process that it takes about two weeks even with a significant number of experts working on it.

That object was the result of such difficult work.

Ellin stared blankly at the object and asked her:

"That's... for the princess, right?"

From her timid tone, voice, and expression, I could tell how much Ellin wanted it.

Ellin didn't have a large amount of basic magical power, and she consumed a lot of mana when using skills, which made her desire heart-related skills even more.

'But unfortunately...'

Ellin had absolutely no talent in that area.

In fact, Ellin didn't acquire such skills until she grew strong enough to hunt dragons herself.

To begin with, the conditions for obtaining ordinary skills varied from person to person, so while some people quickly acquired heart-related skills like her, others, like Ellin, couldn't get them no matter what they tried.

"It's yours?"

Of course, even so, the possibility of that heart going to Ellin was close to zero.

After all, she was here.

"I guess so...?"

To be honest, Ellin was certainly qualified to receive it.

Her status wasn't that inferior, and while her skills might be lacking compared to the princess, in absolute terms, she was more than deserving.

After all, she was the second most talented magician in the academy.

'Still, it won't happen.'

That's what I thought, but that thought, like before, was quickly changed.

Just by a single statement from her.

"It's for Ellin."
"Yes... I thought so... What?! Really?!"

Her timid tone and voice became the complete opposite, and Ellin's bright eyes lit up with excitement.

Honestly, I hadn't expected this at all.

'She's giving this away?'

It seemed that she didn't feel the need to increase her magical power in the current situation.

And unlike her, Ellin keenly felt that necessity.

The overlap of their situations seemed to have resulted in the decision to give it to Ellin.

"Hey! Look! It's mine! It's mine!"

Ellin was extremely excited.

Ignoring that annoying guy, I asked her:

"You're giving this away?"
"For now, I don't really... need it, so I thought it would be better to give it to Ellin."

Hearing her words, Ellin smiled brightly and shouted in a proud voice:

"See! I told you it's mine..."
"Shut up."

Ellin, whose words were cut off, seemed to realize that she had gotten too excited.

"Alright... I think I got too excited..."
"Huh?"

His ready admission was quite unnatural.

It was to the point where I doubted if he was the same person I knew.

'And I told him to shut up...'

Something must have happened.

"Did something happen to you?"
"What are you talking about..."

But judging by his reaction, it didn't seem like anything special had happened.

It seemed he was just in a good mood because he received the dragon's heart.

"Never mind..."

After that conversation, I asked Ariya, who had been watching us with a warm expression from the side:

"So, are we starting right away?"
"What? Are we doing it here?"

The surgery to implant a dragon's heart into a human.

Normally, it would be done in a hospital, but seeing that Ariya had come in person, there was a good possibility that it would be done in the academy's infirmary.

"Of course. More importantly, would you like to come out?"

Ariya was speaking to empty air.

That meant someone was hiding there.

'It must be Merlin...'

After that, a figure appeared from where Ariya was looking, accompanied by an energy even stronger than what the dragon's heart was emitting.

An elderly magician wearing quite luxurious robes.

It was indeed Merlin.

"Hello? It's been a while, everyone."
"You always make such a dramatic entrance. You could have just been here from the beginning."
"Why did you have to reveal that..."

Merlin, who seemed a bit upset that Ariya had revealed his hiding, looked at Ellin and said:

"We don't have much time, so let's start right away."

***

Around the time when Ellin's heart transplant surgery was in full swing at the Imperial Academy of the Kainis Empire.

A mysterious elf living in the Persian Kingdom.

For an elf, his skin was slightly dark.

And it seemed like he was deliberately covering his dark skin with makeup.

Of course, he still had the characteristic elongated ears of elves, so there was no doubt he was an elf.

The elf was using a magic circle set up in his room to communicate with someone.

"As the master said, the princess has headed to the Kainis Empire."

I'm not sure what the elf's counterpart said, but it didn't seem to be good news.

"What...? You want me to... do that?"

After hearing the next answer, the elf, who seemed to have made some kind of decision, immediately continued the conversation.

"Then if I succeed in that... will you let me meet him now?"

This time, it seemed like he heard something good.

"I understand..."

With that answer, the elf ended the communication and gazed in the direction of his homeland with a distant look.

Then, in an infinitely quiet voice, he murmured:

"This time, I'll really... be able to meet him..."
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Outside the infirmary, I wait with her and Riel for Aelin's surgery to finish.

In the meantime, we resumed our earlier conversation.

"If the culprit is really on that side, we need to find them quickly..."

Riel, who had been fiddling with her phone the whole time, answered.

"Ah~ Nothing's going to happen."
"That sounds quite dangerous."
"Oh..."

Suddenly, Riel exclaimed while looking at her phone screen.

I asked her, "What is it?"
"Well, she's supposed to arrive tomorrow."
"Who?"
"The princess."

The princess.

She was probably referring to Luna.

'But... how is she coming?'

Diabolica had clearly stated that she would only permit Luna to leave if she found a suitable fiancé.

And I, whom Diabolica had in mind as that candidate, had rejected the proposal.

Yet she was coming anyway, which meant either Luna had persuaded her mother well or Diabolica had simply given permission.

It would be impossible for her to have found a fiancé in such a short time.

"Is she really coming?"
"That's what my mom said."
"I guess that settles it then. But if she's arriving tomorrow, she must have left quite a while ago?"
"Yeah, but why?"

Nothing particularly special about this fact.

But hearing it made me feel somewhat uneasy.

And the reason was very simple.

"Who's she coming with?"
"Someone from our side probably went to escort her?"
"Still..."

There's a high probability that someone in the Persian Kingdom is currently communicating with Bael.

And someone capable of using this level of magic could easily have discovered that Luna was coming to our country.

'They likely already know...'

And if they're waiting in ambush in that situation, it could be extremely dangerous.

Even if our people went to escort her, the opponent wouldn't be easy to deal with.

Since they're in contact with Bael, they must at least possess a certain level of skill.

"Let's go too, just in case. Where are they now?"

From the way she spoke, it seemed they were quite close, so we should be able to reach them quickly.

***

An elf was conversing with someone through a magic circle.

This elf was hiding in a vast forest near Lucerne, the capital of the Empire, waiting for their prey to enter their sight.

And now, after some time had passed, the prey had entered the elf's field of vision.

"That's it... for sure..."

A luxurious car that would make anyone gasp in admiration at first glance.

That car was the prey.

Two elves were riding in the car driven by an Imperial driver.

Among them, a girl who appeared about 19 years old spoke to her friend.

"Wow... so humans travel in these things? Did you know about this, Nixie?"
"How would I know?"

Nixie, Luna's friend who had been called by name.

Seeming reluctant to answer, Nixie gave Luna a meaningful look and asked:

"But how did you manage it?"
"What?"
"You said they wouldn't give permission before. Why did they suddenly allow it?"
"It's nothing special. I made a promise."
"A promise? What kind of promise?"

Nixie tilted her head at Luna's words.

Luna looked at Nixie and explained the nature of the promise.

"I told Mother that I'd go to the academy and find the fiancé she mentioned."
"But... wasn't she concerned about your safety in the first place?"
"Safety is fine. I have you. And though I don't like saying it myself, I'm quite strong too."

Luna seemed to firmly trust Nixie, her longtime friend and companion.

Indeed, Nixie had excellent skills and good character.

"And though we won, they must be struggling now too. That's probably why she gave permission."
"But I don't think Her Majesty would approve of just anyone... do you think it's possible?"

Considering Luna's current position, abilities, and appearance, it would be difficult to find a man of similar caliber even at the Imperial Academy.

"And she really liked that guy who came before. It seems like it has to be him or no one."
"But... he said he has a girlfriend..."
"That doesn't really matter, but it hurts your pride. You're going to be a queen, after all."

A queen becoming a concubine to a commoner...

While not without precedent, it was certainly a matter of wounded pride, as Nixie said.

But that was only on the surface; in reality, it probably wouldn't matter much.

"But our people might not care about such things..."
"That's true. Everyone's too busy with their own affairs."

In truth, for the people of the Persian Kingdom, research in magic and item creation would be far more important than who the monarch was or whether they were someone's concubine.

And fundamentally, they weren't people who paid much attention to others' affairs.

"But there's no need to fixate on him specifically. He already rejected you once..."
"Rejected?! You asked him?"
"Yes, I asked if he would do it, but he turned me down. Said he has a girlfriend."

Luna's reaction was surprisingly calm for someone who had been rejected.

Since there were no feelings involved between them, she didn't seem to mind at all.

Nixie, on the contrary, seemed more excited and tried to provoke some emotion from the indifferent Luna.

"Doesn't that make you want to prove something? Even if he has a girlfriend, he rejected YOU."
"I don't really feel anything about it."
"That's a shame... it would be fun if you stole him away..."
"What's fun about that? That's just trashy behavior."

Luna grimaced at Nixie's words.

Nixie then asked her:

"So you're giving up on him?"
"Isn't that obvious?"
"How boring, giving up so easily."

At that moment, the car they were riding in came to a stop, and the driver spoke to the girls in the back seat.

"We've arrived. You can get out now."
"That was quick! It only took about three days?"
"Let's get out quickly. I'm tired."

Nixie seemed to have lost her earlier energy, and Luna also appeared drowsy, perhaps due to the late hour.

So they promptly got out of the car.

Their eyes were met with towering buildings.

Luna marveled at the sight.

"Wow! They're so tall!"
"You sound like a country bumpkin."
"No, it's fascinating. Back home, the only tall thing was the Tree of Life, but here they're everywhere."

Luna's provincial reaction.

Nixie sighed deeply at her response and spoke.

"You've seen them before through those drone things."
"Still, seeing them in person is different. Look, people are coming too."

Luna was thoroughly enjoying the experience of seeing the new environment and scenery firsthand.

Unaware that someone was targeting her.

"There she is..."

About a few hundred meters away from his prey.

The elf drew his bowstring as his target entered his field of vision.

"If I just kill her... then I can see..."

The meaning of those words was unclear.

But one thing was certain: Luna's life was in danger.

Luna, unaware of this fact, waved to those who had come to greet her.

And among them was the one who had rejected her proposal.

However, he alone wore a different expression from the others.

'Why is he like that?'

Unlike the others, he was running toward them alone, and his expression was uniquely serious.

Nixie noticed this and muttered in a small voice:

"Why is he acting like that?"
"I wonder..."

And at that moment, the sound of a bowstring pierced everyone's ears.

Luna instinctively looked in the direction of the sound.

'Huh?'

A long arrow right before her eyes, her whole body covered in goosebumps.

Her heart raced madly, and her brain screamed at her to run.

But unfortunately, she couldn't.

It was already too late.

'Am I... going to die?'

Honestly, when Mother had first said it was dangerous to go outside, she hadn't believed it.

It had never happened before, and she thought it never would.

But seeing this scene now, she realized that her mother had been absolutely right and her own thinking had been utterly foolish.

Luna blamed herself for her foolishness, for letting her guard down in such a situation, and apologized to her mother who had always given her sound advice.

"Mother... I'm sorry..."

Then she tightly closed her eyes.

Nothing entered her vision—not Nixie's shocked expression, not the arrow.

Not even her own tears.

The myriad emotions felt in this fleeting moment.

A single teardrop, the crystallization of those emotions, plummeted to the ground.

Yet through this process, Luna herself remained unharmed.

Surely the arrow would take Luna's life faster than her tear could hit the ground.

'Why...?'

Luna realized this and very slowly opened her eyes.

What entered her sight was a horrific scene.

Luna couldn't hide her shock.

'W-why?'

What she saw was him—the one who had been running toward them just moments ago.

The arrow that had been aimed at Luna's life was now lodged in his chest.
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'Ah... shit.'

It hurts, it hurts like hell.

I regret rushing in recklessly, and I'm in so much pain that I resent Luna for not being tense in this situation.

To make matters worse, the arrow had pierced right where my heart was located.

Thanks to [Desperate Survival], I didn't die, but that effect actually made it hurt even more.

To the point where simply dying might have been better.

I collapsed on the spot with a thud.

"Seriously..."

I shouted at Luna, who was barely managing to stabilize her wavering pupils.

"Are you out of your mind!? Do you have a death wish or something..."

Of course, it wasn't really something I should yell at Luna about.

After all, she probably had no idea someone like that was nearby.

Still, in this situation, I couldn't help but shout.

"If you agreed to come here... you should have anticipated something like this.."
"I'm... I'm sorry."

Luna apologized sincerely, bowing her head.

Ignoring her, I spoke to Amelia and Ariya who were rushing urgently toward us.

"Hero, please chase after the person who shot that arrow, and Saint, could you please..."
"I know.."

With those words, Amelia swiftly went after the culprit.

And Ariya immediately came to me and began healing my wound.

"If the princess sees this wound, she won't be happy, you know?"
"Can't be helped..."
"By the way, how did you know this would happen?"

I answered her question while exhaling a rough breath.

"I just had a feeling.."
"You sometimes have surprisingly good intuition, you know that?"
"It's just a coincidence."

If I had known earlier, I would have been here sooner, but this situation wasn't all bad either.

Regardless of how things unfolded, at least the objective was achieved.

"Do you also know who shot that arrow?"
"What am I, some kind of prophet?"
"Just asking. Anyway, it's done, but how are you feeling?"

The Saint Ariya's holy power was clearly on a different level compared to ordinary priests, with healing capabilities that were dimensions apart.

The wound had already completely healed in such a short time.

"I'm feeling better now."
"Really? That's good, but don't overdo it. This is still a bad enough situation."
"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."
"Don't go back today."
"Okay.."

It felt like I was being nagged.

Still, I didn't mind because it felt like Ariya was genuinely concerned about me.

Of course, the problem is that I hear such words too often.

"Let's... go together..."

In the distance, she and Riel were running toward us while voicing complaints.

I spoke to them.

"You're quite late, aren't you?"
"What are you doing here? Don't tell me it's what I think it is?"
"I don't know what you're thinking, but it's probably similar."

Hearing my words, she let out a deep sigh as if she had expected this, and I gave an awkward smile as I watched her.

"So what happened?"
"I was originally going to deflect it, you know?"
"Yes, and then?"

It felt like I was being interrogated, and like a guilty prisoner, I made excuses about what had happened.

"I was a bit late..."
"Late?"
"I had no choice but to take the hit."
"By 'take the hit,' you mean that?"

The place she pointed to.

There lay the arrow that had just pierced my heart, and I nodded as I looked at it.

"I expected something like this might happen, but I didn't think it would actually come true.."
"Haha... I'm sorry.."
"You don't need to apologize. More importantly, are you really okay?"

I stood up abruptly and answered her question.

"Of course I'm fine."
"Then that's good."

She seemed less worried since Ariya had already healed my wound.

That was fortunate.

If she had seen me in my previous state, she would have been even more concerned.

'Still hurts a bit though..'

Even with Ariya's holy power, it seemed impossible to completely eliminate the pain.

Ariya obviously knew this fact and was looking at me as if I were a strange person.

But even though she looked at me that way, she pretended not to notice.

Then she approached me and whispered in a small voice..

"Hang in there and see you next time. And take good care of that princess."

After whispering that, she left for somewhere.

It looked like she was returning to the battlefield.

As she and I were blankly staring at Ariya's back, a voice came from behind us.

A voice that sounded like it was about to cry; she must have been quite scared.

"I'm... I'm really sorry."

An expression and tone completely opposite to Luna's usual self.

It was a bit pitiful, but it couldn't be helped.

I turned my back on Luna, ignoring her apology.

Normally, I would have offered words of comfort or encouragement, but this wasn't the time for that.

'She might get upset otherwise..'

To avoid disturbing the mood of our rather picky girlfriend, I had no choice but to act this way.

After all, because of what happened last time, she mistakenly thinks Luna likes me.

'Just my luck.'

It was then that I confirmed Bael's appearance with my own eyes.

***

On the day they were about to return to their country and to Eden where the battle was still raging.

Luna called Albert aside for a moment.

For some reason, in an empty training ground.

Albert was pacing back and forth in that training ground, waiting for Luna who had called him.

'What does she want to talk about... I'm already in such a hurry..'

Just as he was expressing his discontent in his mind, Luna opened the door and entered the training ground.

'Huh? Why is she dressed like that?'

An outfit quite different from what he usually saw; Luna was wearing a flowing dress that looked like something she would wear.

Albert tensed slightly at Luna's unusual attire, which seemed ominous.

Of course, Albert wasn't the only one who was tense.

"Why did you call me?"

Albert's somewhat stiff question.

Luna answered, unable to hide her nervous appearance.

"Well... you know, right?"
"Know what?"
"I really... want to see the outside world.."

Indeed, from the time she was born until now.

Luna had been confined here for the long, long period of about 100 years.

"And?"
"So... I was wondering... would you become my fiancé?"

***

Actually, up to that point, there was no problem.

I just flatly refused, saying it wasn't possible.

But the problem lay elsewhere.

For some reason, she was at that place, and the fact that she heard our conversation was the issue.

'Just my luck.'

Since I rejected the proposal on the spot, she didn't get angry or upset.

But because of that incident, she thinks Luna likes me.

Even now, after arriving at the academy with Luna.

"I'm really just a means to an end.."
"Still.. how can someone propose to someone they have no feelings for? Could you do that, Albert?"
"Well.. no, I couldn't."
"That's why you need to be careful."

She's been saying things like this from before, but now that Luna's enrollment at the academy is a settled fact.

She seems to be saying such things even more.

'It's not like I'm going to fall for anyone else no matter what anyone says..'

She probably knows that fact.

Still, she keeps saying such things, perhaps out of some lingering concern.

"Your possessiveness is quite impressive, isn't it?"

Riel's teasing words.

She answered with an expression quite different from her usual self, rather calm.

"Of course, you're mine."

Hearing those words, my face suddenly flushed and my heart began to race.

And she looked at me with a pleased expression.

In that situation, I simply couldn't meet her eyes.

Riel was observing us with a curious gaze.

"Wow... you two are really becoming alike. It's like the opposite of before? This isn't bad at all."
"Stop with the unnecessary commentary.."
"Even that reaction is just like the princess!"

I was getting increasingly annoyed by Riel, who kept chattering beside us.

'Is this how she felt?'

Thanks to this incident, I could understand a little bit of how she felt being constantly teased by that person.

Though the problem is that I never wanted to know in the first place.

-Ding!-

A notification sound at a truly random timing.

The source of that sound seemed to be the phone Riel was holding.

Riel fiddled with her phone and explained to us what the notification was about.

"Oh! They caught them!?"
"Caught what.."
"The culprit you mentioned."
"What!? Really!?"
"That's what it says."

It was truly welcome news.

If they had escaped, that would have been a serious problem in its own way, but fortunately, Amelia had resolved it well.

"Here's the photo."

With those words, Riel handed me her phone.

'Huh?'

A single photo filling the screen of that phone.

I examined the photo carefully.

An elf bound by magical threads, but with skin too dark to be just an ordinary elf.

"A dark elf.."

Moreover, this dark elf was someone I knew.

The person who had told me about Fenex's past, that very person.

And seeing that person reminded me of the dark elf that Fenex had liked.

'Could it be...?'

Ch.152 - 151. New Semester (1)
# 151. New Semester (1)

I stared at the photo as if entranced.

'So it really was the same person...'

I had considered the possibility back then, but I never imagined it would actually be true.

After all, she had spoken about it so calmly, as if it wasn't her own story.

But now, the expression on the elf in the photo was completely different from back then.

A dark elf with an expression as if she had lost her homeland.

Seeing her like that reminded me of myself after I lost her.

"Do you know this person?"
"I just know of them."
"Who is it?"
"Remember that person from before? The demon who fought with us last time."

She replied with a puzzled expression.

"Yes, that person named Fenex... but why?"
"There was a dark elf he liked, that's why he came last time too."
"Don't tell me... this person?"
"Yes, that's probably right."

I had only heard that she was captured by humans, so I didn't know what happened after that.

That's why I was curious about how this dark elf escaped from the humans, and how she came into contact with Bael.

"Will she go straight to prison?"
"Yes, but why do you ask?"
"I'm just curious about something."

I think I'll need to make time to visit her later.

Of course, by the time I get there, they will have already used various methods to make the dark elf talk.

Still, I want to ask her directly.

Why she chose to live as Bael's dog even after escaping from humans, and if she still remembers Fenex.

***

New semester.

After a summer vacation filled with various events, the new semester finally began.

This opening ceremony was conducted quite simply.

It was a boring ceremony just like usual, but if I had to point out one difference, there was exactly one.

"So that's how they're introducing them..."

Luna Crystal and her friend Nyx were announced as special admissions to our academy.

Countless gazes poured toward Luna, who was standing on the platform just like the teachers.

"Wow... an elf... an elf."
"She's so pretty! The one next to her is pretty too."
"How about the loser of rock-paper-scissors asks her out?"
"Are you out of your mind?"

Everyone was quietly whispering in admiration of Luna's striking appearance.

Just like at the previous entrance ceremony, I asked those sitting next to me.

"What do you guys think?"

The two people who heard my question showed different reactions.

Raicle was staring at Luna as if entranced, while Chris couldn't contain his admiration, just like the other students.

"She's incredibly pretty. You've been seeing a girl like that by yourself?"
"That's not what I was asking..."

I had worried that when special admission cases like this came up, students who entered through formal exams might feel discontented, but...

'Seems like I worried for nothing...'

Contrary to my expectations, the students didn't seem to have any thoughts in that direction.

I asked Raicle, who seemed to be as thoughtless as most of the other kids.

"Hey... are you okay?"
"..."
"What's wrong with this guy?"
"Leave him be. He's got an elf fetish. He's probably already thinking of baby names."

Since Raicle normally remained unfazed even in the presence of beautiful women, Chris's exaggerated comment actually seemed plausible.

I asked Raicle, who seemed to have an elf fetish.

"Is that true?"
"Hey... you."
"Huh? What?"
"Are you close with her?"
"Which one?"
"The one on the left."

In reality, I wasn't close with either of them, so it was an unnecessary question.

Still, I could tell that Raicle's preference was for Luna rather than Nyx.

"We're not close. But now that I think about it, they do look similar."
"Who and who?"
"The person you like and the person you like."

Come to think of it, Luna and Gloria did look somewhat alike.

Of course, that was just in terms of appearance; their personalities were almost completely opposite.

"Want to die?"
"I'm joking, just joking."
"They'll be in our class, right?"
"Probably so."

In fact, if we were to go by age alone, it would be ambiguous which grade they should be in. Even by our age standards, they've already surpassed the academy's highest grade, which is the third year.

Still, considering they made time to come here like this, it seemed like they would be staying for a while.

"I think they'll be first-years."
"Then they'll be in our class, right?"
"Why? Want to hit on her? You're really like a reed swaying in the wind."

Chris was right; Raicle's behavior was indeed like a reed.

'Maybe he doesn't like Teacher Gloria specifically, but just likes elves in general?'

While I was thinking this to myself, Chris asked Raicle.

And he did so in a serious voice that didn't match his usual demeanor or the current situation.

"So what about Teacher Gloria then? Are you dumping her?"
"No, it's not like that!"
"Saying that doesn't make it convincing at all."

Raicle ignored Chris's continued teasing and asked me a question.

"But are you really not close with them?"
"Really... you're persistent... I said we're not close."
"For real?"
"Yeah."

Raicle seemed relieved after hearing my answer.

His reaction suggested he was genuinely interested.

'This is turning out a bit differently than I expected...'

But this might actually be better.

If before, Raicle had pursued her persistently until she reluctantly accepted, this time there would be almost no issues.

Moreover, in Luna's case, I could even keep my promise to Diabolica.

'But will she like him?'

The question was what type of man Luna preferred, but someone like Raicle should be fine...

"Or maybe not...?"
"What's not?"
"Nothing... it's nothing..."

When I trailed off, Raicle looked at me with a puzzled expression.

Seeing that made me feel uneasy again.

'I hope this semester just passes by uneventfully...'

In fact, from now on, it would be that way whether I wanted it or not.

Since there had already been two fairly large-scale battles, they would need to rest for a while too.

'This semester, at most, there's the field trip?'

I've never participated in such an event before, so I don't know much, but they say it's just going somewhere for fun.

To be honest, I was more curious about the graduation exams that the third-years would be taking than about that.

'Of course, those who are going to pass will pass, and those who won't, won't.'

But unlike me, the other students seemed to have high expectations for this field trip.

Like this disciple fidgeting next to me.

"They're arriving just in time for the field trip. What do you think?"
"About what?"
"Aren't you excited? It's a trip, a youthful experience you might never have again if not now..."
"There's probably a dungeon nearby, right?"
"Wow... you really..."

When I said that, Chris glared at me as if he was looking at a criminal.

I told Chris:

"It's not like you can go with your sister anyway..."
"You're... something else."
"What?"
"There are so many girls who like you, but you only look at one person?"

But the same was true for her.

There would be many men rushing to her side, saying they liked her.

And...

"My girlfriend is the best."
"Well... that's true."
"And she probably feels the same way."
"Your self-esteem is off the charts... I don't think I could say something like that..."
"That's because it's you."
"..."

Somehow, after that incident, it seemed like Raicle had become brighter while Chris had become darker.

'Even though I'm the one who lost my parents...'

But seeing him in person, I didn't get that impression.

Just this morning, I was worried he might not even come to the academy because of it...

'I worried for nothing...'

Of course, knowing his personality, he might just be pretending to be okay, but seeing him act like this, that possibility was gradually being erased from my mind.

'It seems too real to be an act... well, he'll be fine...'

Since he was always capable of handling things on his own, there didn't seem to be anything I needed to do.

As soon as the rather ordinary opening ceremony ended, I said to them:

"Let's go to the classroom first."

***

As expected, nothing much had changed even though it was the second semester.

Our homeroom teacher was still Gloria, and of course, we hadn't dropped out of Class A.

'But it seems not everyone stayed...'

While some faces were no longer visible, there were also new faces that had appeared.

Normally, I might have been a bit interested in those new students, but today was an exception.

'They really are in our class...'

The two transfer students standing in front of the teacher's desk.

With Gloria there as well, there were now three elves in this classroom.

Gloria introduced the mysterious transfer students to us.

"As you already heard this morning, I'll say it again. These are Luna and Nyx, who will be joining you from this semester."
"Hello... I'm Luna Crystal."
"I'm Nyx."

Our classmates welcomed the new transfer students warmly.

'Come to think of it, she's not mentioning that she's a princess.'

It seemed they had decided it would be safer to keep that fact hidden.

There weren't many people who knew about it anyway.

"Both of you can sit in any available seats."

Following Gloria's instructions, the two headed toward the empty seats.

In fact, there weren't many empty seats in this classroom, so their seating was almost predetermined.

'It feels... out of place...'

The seats where those two sat.

Those seats were right next to Leo.
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'Why are those two acting like that..?'

Luna and Leo.

Despite not being strangers to each other, they were quite awkward together.

Still, they seemed capable of some conversation, as they were talking to each other.

Of course, from where we were sitting, we couldn't hear what they were discussing.

"What are those two talking about?"
"I don't know, I can't tell."

I wasn't particularly interested in their conversation, but these guys seemed to be.

For whatever reason, the students in our class were perking up their ears, trying their best to eavesdrop on that conversation.

'But those two really don't match.'

From their appearances to their vibes and personalities, they were mismatched in every possible way.

While I was thinking this, Raicle, who had been watching them intently, asked me:

"Can't you go over there for us?"
"Suddenly? Why me?"
"Just..."
"But that doesn't seem necessary."

While we were talking, Luna was, for some reason, gradually approaching us.

With quite a serious expression on her face.

"Um... could you meet me alone after classes are over today?"
"Uh... sure, but why?"

When I asked for the reason, Luna continued with a nervous sigh.

"I have something to tell you."
"Okay... where should I go?"
"By the back entrance of the main building..."

This conversation seemed likely to cause considerable misunderstanding among those listening around us, but I reluctantly accepted her proposal.

"Alright... I got it."
"Thank you."

With those words, Luna returned to her seat, and I stared blankly at her retreating figure.

But that daze didn't last long.

Once Luna was far enough away that she couldn't hear us, Chris and Raicle spoke up.

"Hey, what was that just now?"
"Yeah, I thought you two weren't close."
"We're not..."
"Then what was that about?"
"I don't know either..."

I had no idea what she wanted to talk about or why she was saying this now.

'Something to tell me... what could it be... she could just say it now.'

Still, the fact that she specifically asked to meet separately suggested it was either quite important or something that shouldn't be known to others.

Though she did tell me where to meet...

"Hey, can we go and listen in secretly?"
"How could we? She specifically asked to meet alone."
"If it's a confession, turn her down. You have a conscience, right?"

Raicle's words almost sounded like, "You're not thinking of building a harem, are you?"

But I didn't think it was anything like a confession to begin with.

Probably.

"That's obvious. I don't want to get beaten to death by Her Highness."
"That's a relief. But you're... quite popular, aren't you?"
"Not really."

I stood up from my seat as soon as I heard the bell signaling the end of homeroom.

Then, looking at those still sitting, I said:

"Aren't you going to prepare for first period?"

***

First day of the new semester.

'It's rather uneventful.'

Despite it being the first day, there was nothing special, and classes proceeded as usual.

Some students complained about professors conducting regular classes on the first day, but there was nothing they could do about it.

Hours passed without incident, and eventually, we reached the "after classes" time Luna had mentioned during homeroom.

'What could she possibly want to talk about...'

Having finished even the closing homeroom, I was walking toward the back entrance.

Alone, as Luna had requested.

'She's already here. But somehow... this feels a bit unsettling.'

Luna had already arrived and was waiting for me.

When I got there, I sensed some presence nearby, but I ignored it and greeted Luna.

"You came early?"

Unlike me, who had lingered in the classroom for a while before leaving, Luna seemed to have come here immediately after the closing homeroom.

Luna began speaking after confirming no one was near me.

"I just got here..."
"That doesn't seem right, but I'll believe you. More importantly, what did you want to talk about that made you call me here?"
"Well..."

Luna suddenly bowed her head deeply and continued.

"I'm sorry..."
"Sorry?"
"Yes... about last time... you almost died because of me."
"Ah..."

I hadn't been thinking about it at all, but apparently Luna had.

She hadn't mentioned it since then, so I thought she wasn't concerned about it, but I was mistaken.

"You don't really need to say that..."
"Still... I acted foolishly and you got hurt... I'm sorry, and thank you... for saving my life."

Thank you for saving my life.

A phrase I'd heard countless times before.

Yet, even after hearing it hundreds of times, it never got old.

'That phrase still feels good...'

Certainly, risking your life to save someone is dangerous and difficult.

It's not something I particularly want to do, and sometimes I don't even feel the need to.

But when I hear words like these, I feel that need.

"I just did what someone had to do."
"For something like that, it seemed like only you knew at the time. You even ran at full speed because you thought I was in danger."
"How did you know that..."

Luna knew even the unnecessary details.

She couldn't have told me herself, so Riel or Aelin must have informed her.

"It might be late, but... thank you, really..."
"Is that what you called me here for?"
"Yes... I wanted to say it on the day you saved me, but..."

It seemed she couldn't easily bring it up then because I appeared too angry.

And of course, Luna was also in shock from what had happened.

"I wasn't really angry then. I was momentarily upset, but that was all. It was just because the princess was next to me."
"What did Her Highness say?"

Luna seemed to think I had been scolded because of her.

"She usually isn't like that, but she seems to be acting differently lately."

I wasn't sure if the situation had changed or if she had changed, but things were slightly different from before.

Not that it mattered much.

Speaking of her, there was something I was curious about.

"By the way, why did you speak like that this morning? Everyone was watching..."
"Oh... that. I originally thought you were angry with me and was scared. But you're quite close with Leo, right?"

It was a questionable statement, but not untrue.

If I wasn't close with Leo, then no one in this world was close to him.

"So I asked him, and he just told me to go talk to you now..."

So that's why the atmosphere between them had been so awkward.

'Indeed, they probably wouldn't interact otherwise.'

Still, Leo had given Luna some pretty good advice.

If she hadn't heard that and kept worrying alone, she would have remained in that state.

"That wasn't bad advice."
"But doesn't that put you in a difficult position...?"
"You know about that?"

Since rumors spread from person to person like wildfire, she might already know about what happened this morning.

I offered some comforting words to Luna, who seemed more troubled than I was.

"It's okay. She's not the type to make a big deal out of it."
"Your face brightens up whenever you talk about the princess."
"Of course, because she's someone I like."

Though I said that, I wasn't actually aware if it was true.

I might not have paid attention, or it might have been so natural that I just didn't notice.

"You'll be like that someday too, probably."
"Probably?"
"Yes, probably. After all, you have to find someone while you're here, right?"
"That's true... Wait, how do you know that?"

Indeed, Luna had never told me about that.

Of course, it was something anyone could figure out with a little thought.

"The fact that you came here without having found someone means you intend to find them here."
"I guess that's a reasonable assumption."
"Good luck. If it's someone I know, I might be able to help, so call me if you need to."

I actually wanted to introduce her to people, but Luna might not want that, so I didn't bring it up.

"Okay, I will."

As this conversation was about to conclude, Luna asked me one more question.

"So, are you going straight to training now?"
"Yes, everyone else should be there already."
"Could you... let us join too?"

That "us" seemed to include the girl named Nyx who had been by Luna's side since that night.

Of course, I didn't care whether "us" meant one person or two.

The problem was...

"That's not for me to decide."
"Oh... don't tell me?"
"You'll need permission from our party leader."
"That sounds difficult..."
"She'll probably allow it?"

She allowed it with Rachel, so she'd likely allow it this time too.

Especially since Luna was the princess of Persia, with whom we had recently formed an alliance.

"But I can't say for certain."

The atmosphere was slightly different from last time, so I couldn't be definitive.

As I headed toward the dueling grounds where our party members would be, I continued:

"I don't think I can speak on your behalf this time. You'll have to handle it yourself."

If I recommended her, it might backfire, and Luna seemed to understand that.

"I understand... I'll try my best."
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After my somewhat modest conversation with Luna ended, I headed to the dueling arena where they always gathered.

As expected, they were conducting mock battles in the arena, and it seemed the first round had already finished as everyone was sitting on benches taking a break.

"They're doing well even without us now, huh?"

Both I and she had missed today due to work, but they appeared to have conducted high-level mock battles regardless.

The combat experience they gained during the break by participating in real battles seemed to have helped tremendously.

'Especially that one wants to do more.'

Raycle, who had been so cheerful it was almost concerning, still wanted to continue with mock battles despite being exhausted.

It was clear that although she didn't show it outwardly, she was extremely focused on the inside.

"That's all thanks to me."
"Why are you still fine?"

Allin with her confident expression.

And from her emanated an aura of a completely different dimension than before, powerful enough to make even her back down.

Allin pointed to her heart with a rather satisfied expression.

"Thanks to this."
"Ah... come to think of it, are you okay? That looked really painful."
"It was painful, but I had to endure it."

That statement was certainly correct.

Since she was obtaining the top-tier skill [Dragon's Heart], it was only natural to endure that level of pain.

"But you seem satisfied?"
"Of course! Honestly, in my current state, I think I could even go toe-to-toe with you."
"That's not true."

While it was true that the skill had incredible performance, I had such skills too.

Moreover, mine had even been strengthened recently.

"You need to pick your battles. You couldn't beat me even if you died and came back to life."
"Really... would it kill you to be a little encouraging?"
"Yep."

Of course, that was just that, and it was clear that Allin had grown through this experience.

Her most fatal weakness, the lack of magical power, had been resolved.

She was already exceptional, but now she would be considered absolutely untouchable within her grade.

"I definitely think I'm second place now, what about you?"
"What about Luna?"

When that name left my mouth, not only Allin but all the other kids perked up their ears.

"Does that sister... use magic?"
"She's an elf."

Of course, just because elven magic is superior doesn't mean the entire elven race consists of mages.

In fact, it would be a stretch to simply call Luna a 'mage.'

"She uses magic too."
"Too?"
"Have you ever heard of magic swordsmen?"
"Is that... really a thing?"
"Of course."

The position of magic swordsman is rare because they use magic while wielding a sword for close combat, requiring mastery of both magic and swordsmanship.

"Is that sister strong?"
"At least stronger than you."

Of course, she wouldn't be that strong.

She's relatively young among elves, and she probably doesn't have much experience in combat against people.

Still, her magic would be better than Allin's, and her swordsmanship would be better than Reina's.

"But her magic can't be better than mine, right?"
"She's probably better than you? Definitely."
"Eh? Really?"
"Yeah, she's definitely better than you."

Allin pouted as if her pride was hurt, and not wanting to hear any more, she quickly changed the subject.

"By the way, what were you doing until just now? You would have come right away normally."
"Ah... well."

Allin's face looked like she already knew, and the party members were focusing on our conversation.

It was quite an awkward situation.

I had anticipated this would happen eventually, but it seemed to have come too quickly.

'And sis isn't even here...'

To be honest, there was no reason for me to bring up that topic in this situation.

So I wanted to make an excuse and slip away.

"We didn't talk about much. I just told her she could ask you if she could join the mock battles like we're doing now."
"Why would she ask you specifically?"
"Because we're already acquainted."
"I'm acquainted with her too."

Allin was persistently continuing the conversation.

I frowned as I continued.

"You're in a different class."
"That's true, but is that really all?"
"Of course, what else would there be?"
"So what did you tell her?"
"I told her to get permission from sis, not me."

By now, she would have had enough time to get Luna's contact information through Riel and contact her directly.

And with Luna's level of initiative, she would have done just that.

'She probably really did...'

As I was worrying about this, an aura equal to Allin's with her [Dragon's Heart] appeared.

And not just one person, but three.

I turned around to confirm their identities.

"You came rather quickly?"
"It ended much faster than I expected too."

An emergency meeting had been called because of the dark elf who had tried to kill Luna, and she had participated in that meeting.

Given the nature of the matter, it seemed like it would take quite a long time, but it appeared to have concluded faster than we thought.

I looked at Luna, who was standing quietly next to her and watching cautiously, and spoke.

"But... you came together?"
"Yes, we happened to meet on the way. Right?"
"Yes! And Albert, I got permission to join this mock battle thing too!"
"Really? That's great."

She had granted Luna permission to participate in the mock battles as I had expected.

However, she didn't seem to be happy about it.

'Her expression looks... a bit off.'

And she called me aside with a pouty expression.

As if she had something to say that others shouldn't hear.

"What's this about?"
"I have something to tell you."

She looked at Luna, who was standing far away, and continued.

"I heard this at the meeting just now, though Albert probably already knows, but you're aware that the princess is in quite a dangerous situation, right?"
"Of course. Considering what happened before, and not just demons, there are probably many humans targeting Luna as well."

She opened and closed her mouth after hearing my words.

I wasn't sure what it was, but she seemed to be contemplating something.

"Do you have something to say?"
"Ah... well... sigh..."

She sighed briefly.

Then she composed herself and continued.

"Albert, you're in the same class as Luna, right?"
"Yes."
"So... please take good care of her. We don't know what might happen."

Hearing that, I understood why she had been hesitating.

Her expression clearly showed she didn't want to say such things.

I continued our conversation with a bright smile.

"That's very unlike you, sis?"
"I can't help it... I can't just leave her alone either, and you're mine anyway. So it doesn't matter..."

She said it didn't matter, but her expression said otherwise.

"Hearing those words and seeing your face, I feel a disconnect."
"Come to think of it, I noticed you two were speaking informally... How did that happen? Didn't you use formal speech with each other before?"
"Oh!? Now that you mention it, that's true!"

The other party had responded so naturally that I hadn't even realized I had switched to informal speech.

She let out a disbelieving laugh and asked me.

"Don't tell me you didn't realize until just now?"
"Yes... but how did you know?"
"Of course she told me first. She was absolutely thrilled about it."

Absolutely thrilled...

In my case, I hadn't particularly felt that Luna was that happy about it.

But it seemed different from her perspective.

She asked me with a slightly sulky face.

"When are you going to speak informally with me?"
"That... is that okay?"
"Of course!"

If she had spoken informally to me first, I would have done the same, but since she continued to use formal speech, I matched her.

But seeing her reaction, it seemed that was no longer necessary.

'Informal speech...'

It's something I'm doing with her for almost the first time.

From the moment I met her, she had always been above me, so I always used formal speech.

But now I had risen to an equal position with her.

After realizing this moving fact, I looked at her and said.

"Then can I call you Alli too?"
"What..? Y-yes...!?"

Hearing those words, her face and even her ears turned bright red, and she immediately turned her head to hide her face.

Then she stammered as if flustered.

"T-that's a bit... e-embarrassing..."

Her expression and tone made me smile involuntarily.

I barely managed to pull down the corners of my mouth that were rising on their own.

"Alright, I'll just keep calling you sis."
"Okay..."
"But why did you tell me to speak informally while you keep using formal speech?"
"W-well... I just can't do it..."

Indeed, for someone who had always used formal speech with everyone, suddenly switching to informal speech would be nearly impossible.

I spoke to her as she tried to use informal speech.

"Then take your time, that's fine too."
"How are you... so good at this, Albert?"
"Well... there's no special reason, I've just been waiting for this all along."

It was disappointing not to hear her informal speech, but this was enough for now.

Today too, I spent a happy time with my lovely girlfriend.

'I hope this life... lasts a long time.'
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Of course, this lifestyle will continue for a while.

But only for a while.

The Babylon Kingdom is currently in a rest period due to the aftermath of the last battle, but when Merlin passes away and time goes by, people's vigilance about war will fade.

When that time comes, the Babylon Kingdom will once again accelerate its war efforts.

'I should enjoy myself as much as possible now.'

Later on, there will surely be times when uneventful, boring days become a blessing.

That's why I need to enjoy myself now, while I still can.

'But school life will soon become... boring too.'

In my case, I'm only a first-year, so I still have about two and a half years until graduation.

However, about two of those years will likely be quite dull.

I thought about the reason while looking at her.

'How will I survive without this noona...'

In her case, she'll graduate in about half a year.

And once that happens, I won't be able to see her at the academy anymore.

I don't know what will happen now, but originally, she left for the Orion Kingdom immediately after graduation and commanded soldiers there to block the Babylon Kingdom's army.

'I want to follow her... Should I just drop out?'

Still, it would be better to graduate and officially become a special forces soldier before guarding her.

Not only because of people's gazes but also to avoid feeling guilty.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

Her innocent question.

I gave an equally innocent answer.

"Thinking about you, noona."
"What?!"
"More specifically, I was wondering how I'll endure the two years without you."
"You'll manage just fine, and it's not like we won't see each other at all during that time, right?"
"That's true."

Seeing that she didn't deny my words, it seemed that like before, she would be heading to the Orion Kingdom right after graduation.

She made a prim expression and worried about things that would never happen anyway.

"And! Don't cheat on me while I'm gone."
"That's my line? If you cheat, I won't let that person off easily, just so you know."
"That's what I should be saying!"

Riel, who had been secretly listening to our conversation after quietly approaching us.

She let out a deep sigh.

Then she spoke up for the first time.

"You two are really just playing around. And besides, that's not even confirmed yet?"

It seemed she had been informed that post-graduation plans were still tentative.

However, she seemed convinced that's how things would turn out.

"Seeing how Albert is talking, it seems like that's just how it's going to be?"
"There's no guarantee it will be exactly the same."
"But the probability is high."

Even Riel seemed to gradually acknowledge this fact, unable to deny it.

"Well, assuming we're leaving, then starting next year, we won't be here."
"Won't be here?"

Riel continued, pointing at me with her finger.

"You'll have to do well, though I think you'll manage fine on your own..."
"Of course."
"So if anything happens to the princess during that time, can I blame you?"
"That's a bit... I'm not a special forces soldier yet, you know?"

When I receive the mission to protect Luna as a special forces soldier, if something happens, that would indeed be my responsibility.

But right now, I'm just a student attending the academy.

"Just hurry up and graduate. You're uselessly young."
"Yes..."

In terms of actual position and ability, I'm far above Riel.

However, perhaps because of Riel's characteristically cold image, I couldn't say anything back to such remarks.

"Sigh..."

After saying those words to me, Riel suddenly let out a sigh.

It seemed like something was bothering her.

"What's wrong?"
"Ugh... when will I ever get married?"

It seemed she was having a moment of realization after watching us flirt.

I, having become a sage, answered Aelin.

"Don't worry, you'll get married someday."
"So I do get married at some point?"
"Yes, you do."

Sometimes we need to tell white lies to match the mood of the listener.

And that was exactly the situation just now.

'Marriage... she won't even be alive...'

Riel, like the Emperor, had died early.

The cause of death was a sniper shot from an enemy marksman.

Riel's death was one of the reasons why the previous version of her became so cold.

After both her parents passed away, she was one of the few people Luna could lean on.

'I wonder how it will be this time...'

Both Luna and I have grown exponentially compared to before.

And the same was true for Riel.

That was because she frequently trained with us, who were now much stronger than our previous selves.

'She seems reliable.'

While I couldn't say there was nothing to worry about, she was certainly trustworthy.

The somewhat reliable Riel asked me with an expectant expression.

"Who do I marry?"
"Is that important?"
"That's the most important part."

Seeing Riel's sincere expression, I couldn't help but laugh in disbelief.

"What's so funny? Are you lying because you don't actually know?"
"If I tell you everything, it won't be fun."

Although I truly didn't know, even if I did, I wouldn't have told her.

As I said earlier, that would ruin the fun.

And knowing such things might unnecessarily change the future.

"Ah! Really! You enjoy this... Is this fun for you?"
"Quite fun, actually. Just try to live earnestly for now. Then you'll marry a good person."
"So I guess I wasn't going to originally..."

Although that wasn't my intention, Riel interpreted it that way.

"Fine, the future can be changed. I'll give it my best shot."

The outcome seemed good enough.

Riel, who usually showed no passion whatsoever, was displaying unexpected enthusiasm at the mention of this topic.

"That's a good mindset."
"You should work hard too."
"I always do."

More accurately, I'm in a situation where I have no choice but to work hard.

We suffered quite significant damage in the previous battle.

We succeeded in driving out the demons who had occupied Eden, but in the process, we incurred substantial losses.

Ray's death was obviously a major one.

"You two should work hard not to die when you go there."
"We have the strongest magician in this world with us, what are you talking about?"
"Are you referring to me?"

When Riel nodded in response to that question, she continued with an incredulous tone.

"World's strongest? I feel like I'd even lose to Albert right now..."
"It's not convincing when you say that after winning like you did last time."
"Oh... I see you've dropped formalities now."
"It just happened naturally."
"So, when are you two getting married?"

After hearing that abrupt question, we instinctively looked at each other.

For some reason, we both burst into laughter.

"What's with you two? It's kind of scary..."
"We'll get married when the time is right, don't you think?"
"That's right, that's right."
"That's what I'm asking! When is that time?!"
"How would I know? Am I some kind of prophet?"
"You're pretty close to one."

The fact that Riel seemed to genuinely believe that made me feel even more strange.

"I really wish that were true..."
"Is it very different from what you knew?"
"Yes, extremely different."

Of course, there weren't many differences in the grand scheme of things.

Instead, the timing, process, and results of events within that framework had major differences.

People who were supposed to die didn't die, events happened much faster than they should have, and so on.

There were many variables.

"But it doesn't really matter."
"Well... if you say so, I guess that's how it is."

If things had gone according to the original timeline, not only Ray but also Light and the Empress would be deceased by now.

However, among them, only Ray had actually died.

Just as there were variables that worked against us, there were also variables that worked in our favor.

"I hope they work in your favor too."
"Huh? What does that..."
"Nothing, you don't need to know."

I hope only positive variables affect both Riel and Luna.

And me too, of course.

***

A space shrouded in darkness so thick that one could barely see what was right in front.

In that space, there was a person who had been reduced to tatters from continuous torture.

An elf with black skin.

A race commonly known as Dark Elves.

That Dark Elf was reminiscing about what had happened.

"Why... did I fail? I aimed precisely... why...?"

In what seemed like an empty space, he was denying his miserable reality.

However, surprisingly, the Dark Elf was not alone in that space.

Standing before the Dark Elf, who had to surrender his body to the filthy ground because he lacked the strength to stand, was someone else.

That person presented a stark contrast to the Dark Elf's wretched appearance.

"How pitiful."
"Who... who are you?"

It seemed the Dark Elf hadn't even noticed Lilith's arrival.

"That's disappointing. We've met once before."
"Before...?"

The Dark Elf, lifting his head while pondering Lilith's words, was surprised by the familiar face.

"Ah... you're... the one who was with that monster..."
"Monster? Are you referring to Bael?"

He was also surprised that she casually mentioned Bael's name.

"Aren't you... that person's subordinate?"
"I am a subordinate, yes, though I'm trying to bring down the boss despite being just a subordinate."
"Bring down?"

Perhaps because he harbored resentment toward Bael like Lilith did, he showed interest in the mention of bringing Bael down.

"You know that boy who took the arrow you shot instead? He'll come here someday. When he does, it would be good for you to make a good impression."
"Why...?"

A clean and pure question without a trace of impurity.

Lilith answered with a meaningful smile.

"Because he might be able to fulfill your dream."
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As expected, this semester was rather dull.

The only change was Luna joining our party; everything else remained the same as before.

'Now that there's nothing happening again... it's boring.'

Clearly, having too many incidents isn't good.

Not only does it steal time from training, but participating in such events consumes a considerable amount of energy.

So it's better not to have them, but on the other hand, it was monotonous.

I had been living such a bustling daily life before.

'Time has passed so quickly...'

Going through the same pattern of daily life for a day or two made time flow incredibly fast.

I blinked once and a week had passed; blink again and an entire month had gone by.

'It used to feel like this before...'

Without any significant events, each day became somewhat meaningless, and as a result, each day felt tedious.

Of course, I never felt that way when I was with her, but that was all.

"It's really boring these days."
"That's my line..."

Seeing Aelin say such things, it seemed I wasn't the only one finding this period monotonous.

"Ah... why is it so boring lately..."
"It's because you're always causing trouble, so even I get bored during times like this."
"How is that my fault?"
"Of course it is."

It was quite an absurd statement, but since it was true, I couldn't say anything back.

I asked Aelin, who was wearing a smug expression.

"By the way, how did your exam results turn out? Did you do well?"

Until just a week ago, it was the final exam season, the most important part of this semester.

Being the last exam of the school year, many students were seen studying through the night to secure good grades.

And Aelin seemed to have put in more effort than usual.

"You didn't try this hard last time."
"We're about to enter high school soon."
"So?"
"So I worked harder because when we enter high school, they'll recruit new students, and there will be many who are better at studying and stronger."

She seemed to have worked hard in her own way to avoid falling behind such students.

It was clear that position shapes a person; Aelin was giving her all to maintain her first-place position.

"Even so, you can't beat me, but it's still a good situation."
"You really know how to annoy me."
"It's a compliment, a compliment. So how did the exam go?"
"I did pretty well."

Judging by that response, she didn't just do well—she did exceptionally well.

She was even twisting her body in a way that would irritate anyone watching.

"Well, with that much effort, you should get good results."
"What about you?"
"Why ask when you already know?"

No matter how much the difficulty increased for the final exam, it was still just a first-year problem.

"But aren't you kind of cheating? You already knew everything, right?"
"If you're jealous, why don't you regress too?"
"Seriously..."

Aelin slumped over her desk with an expression like she'd eaten something foul.

I admonished her.

"Are you sleeping?"
"I'm not sleeping! Just a bit drowsy..."
"Stay up; lying like that will make you sleepier."
"But why do we have to do this assignment anyway?"
"More precisely, why do you."

Aelin was complaining about the assignment she had received.

"Why do I have to write a thesis?"
"I don't know either."
"Don't you guys have to do this?"
"I already finished and submitted mine a while ago."
"You traitor..."

It was even more absurd because she was saying these things in all seriousness.

This assignment had been given out a whole month ago.

"Just hurry up and do it. You called me over, and now you're trying to sleep."
"Well... you're not even helping, but you keep talking."

It seemed Aelin had called me over hoping I would do it for her.

'Not a chance.'

But I couldn't do her assignment for her.

Basically, it's not something I should do, and if we get caught, we'd both be in big trouble.

And above all, the biggest reason was that I simply didn't want to do it for her.

"But you're doing well on your own."
"Once I finish this... this year will be over, right?"
"What are you talking about? Not yet."

Aelin, absorbed in exams, had forgotten about the big event coming up.

I informed her of the reality.

"We still have one more thing."
"What is it?"
"For me, it's the school trip; for you, it's the graduation exam."

Just like the third-year high school students, Aelin's middle school third-year class also has a graduation exam.

Usually, most students experience their awakening during that graduation exam.

That means the difficulty of the exam is quite high.

Of course, Aelin has already completed her second awakening, so she'll likely pass easily.

"That's super easy anyway. I'm going to pass anyway, so can't I just skip it?"
"What are you saying? If you fail, you'll truly be a family disgrace."
"Then I'll leave home."

While that might be nice, the possibility was approaching zero in reality.

If Aelin were to fail, no one in middle school would pass.

"You're bragging about something so easy..."
"It's not easy! Do you know how hard our kids are working for it?"
"They're working hard now because they haven't been working hard until now."

If they had lived diligently from the beginning, they should have experienced at least their first awakening by now.

However, only a very small number of third-year middle school students have experienced even their first awakening.

"Am I wrong?"
"Well, not really... but the kids are young..."
"..."

There was quite a big difference between those kids and Aelin, despite being the same age.

And because of that difference, Aelin didn't seem to realize that she was the same age as them.

"Well... I guess it's funny for me to be telling them what to do anyway."

I came to this time period through regression, which is why I'm like this, but the original me was still an irredeemable piece of trash.

Realizing that fact made me feel a bit embarrassed about what I had just said.

"True, who are you to talk like that? You were just a gaming addict before."
"Just finish your assignment."

With those words, I stood up from my seat.

Aelin asked me with a sour expression.

"Where are you going?"
"Why are you asking that?"
"You never know."
"You called me out, so I left the others behind. I should go check on them. After all, I am the vice-party leader. You should finish quickly and come too."
"It'll be around 9 o'clock by the time I finish this."

Aelin was openly expressing her reluctance to come.

However, those expressions had no effect on me.

"We usually go until 12, don't we?"

Actually, 12 was the standard, and sometimes we disbanded as late as 3 or 4 in the morning.

And Aelin was with us at those times too.

"Fine... I'll come."
"You should have said that from the start. Everyone will be missing the school trip soon anyway. Let's work hard before that. Those with graduation exams need to work hard anyway."

Those two events were now approaching very closely.

There was only about a week left until the two events, which were scheduled for exactly the same date.

"By the way, where do you usually go for school trips?"
"Usually, we go to some nice place in our country or to the Orion Kingdom. Visiting those historical sites is surprisingly fun. The amusement parks too."
"Amusement parks..."
"I feel like someone like you wouldn't have been to one."

I don't know how she knew, but she was exactly right.

I had visited historical sites a few times, but an amusement park would be a first.

"At least I know what it is."
"I thought so. But you probably won't find it fun anyway."
"Why?"
"Those rides won't be particularly fast for you, right?"
"Well, the same goes for you, doesn't it?"

From what I'd seen in videos, they were fast—definitely not slow.

But as Aelin said, they weren't particularly fast either.

"Besides, I think it would be fun anyway. It's the atmosphere that makes it enjoyable."

Rather than the speed of the rides, it's the experience of riding them with friends that would be fun.

Of course, it would be even better if she were there too.

"But I'm surprised they're still going despite the war."
"We'll probably stay within our country, and those guys wouldn't be crazy enough to invade here anyway."

Still, since there was a real danger, people like Amelia would likely accompany us.

'Actually, just having me and sis would be fine...'

The more I thought about it, the more regrettable it seemed.

After all, graduation was coming soon, so we wouldn't see each other much after that.

And Aelin was well aware of that fact too.

"But what will we do without Ally?"
"We'll have to manage on our own."
"Are those sisters really going to leave for the Orion Kingdom after graduation...?"
"Yeah, it's almost certain."

I already knew this, so I didn't have any particular thoughts, but Aelin, who had only recently heard this news, was saddened by it.

Having spent time together at the academy since middle school, they must have built up quite a bond.

"Aren't you affected at all...?"
"Well, two years is nothing."

Of course, it's not that I'm not affected.

I want to be with her continuously and don't want to be apart.

However, for the future ahead, being apart might actually be better.

When separated, we can't rely on each other, which will make us develop ourselves more and strive not to fall behind each other.

"And it's not time to be sad yet. We're still together for now."
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Delicate snowflakes falling ever so slowly from the high heavens.

The biting wind that somehow penetrated through layers of clothing and the visible breath with each exhale seemed to confirm that winter had undoubtedly arrived.

"It's cold..."

I was someone who matched this weather perfectly.

After finishing today's training, I was walking back to the dormitory with her.

"Aren't you cold?"
"I'm fine since I'm always dressed like this."
"Does that apply to your body too?"
"Not severely, just a little bit."

It seemed that being in that state every day had made her completely unfazed by this level of cold.

'But I'm the same...'

I too had experienced her [Cruel Cold] for a long time.

If anything, it was probably worse for me since I was on the receiving end.

Yet I still couldn't adapt to this weather.

Feeling the bearable cold throughout my body, I opened my mouth.

"This semester is coming to an end too..."

Once we returned from the school trip, winter break would begin, and with that, this long yet short year would come to a close.

A year filled with numerous events.

It was certainly an impressive year for me in many ways.

'Yes... so many things happened...'

There were so many memorable events that it would be difficult to pick just one.

Though if I had to choose one, I could.

"This semester seemed really quiet."
"Not particularly quiet... I'm not sure."

Still, with Luna's transfer and everything, it didn't feel especially quiet to me.

As I thought about Luna, who would be packing her luggage for the school trip in the dormitory by now, the air around me suddenly grew colder.

Even though there wasn't any wind.

"Just now... who were you thinking about?"
"Um... I wonder..."

A voice colder than the current weather.

And with that cold voice, someone appeared.

'This... doesn't feel good.'

Luna suddenly emerged from the girls' dormitory and approached us with a smile.

Completely unaware of the current atmosphere, she greeted me.

"Hi, were you training until now?"
"Yeah... I was."
"What about your luggage for tomorrow?"
"I packed it in advance."
"Tomorrow will be fun! It's my first time going on a school trip."

At that moment, I felt a soft touch on my hand.

Startled by the sudden sensation, I instinctively looked in that direction.

She was holding my hand tightly and somehow standing even closer to me than before.

"It's my first time too..."
"That's surprising... I thought you'd have gone on many camping trips since you're good at it."
"Well... I just happened to get good at it."

In truth, I had no choice but to become good at it.

When entering field-type dungeons or during missions, camping wasn't just frequent—it was constant.

"Really? But why are you sticking so close to him, unni?"
"I'm doing this because I want to. Do you have a problem with that?"

I didn't understand why they were acting this way, but lately, whenever these two met, they engaged in this kind of psychological warfare.

Since they weren't originally like this, something must have happened, but I didn't know what it was, so I couldn't do anything about it.

"Not a problem exactly, but seeing couples act like this in front of me makes me sick since I'm single."
"Then you should get a boyfriend too. There are plenty of guys who are crazy about you."
"I told you before, I'm going to get one this time."

The atmosphere was suffocatingly tense.

I could only listen to their conversation without saying anything.

"I'll pray for your success, though it probably won't happen anyway."
"We don't know that yet."
""Right?""

They both looked at me simultaneously, seeking my agreement.

I didn't know what was going on or why.

But they were clearly looking for my sympathy.

'Does that mean she's planning to confess during the school trip?'

I didn't know who would be receiving that confession, but that seemed to be what she was saying.

Honestly, if a girl like Luna confessed, most guys would accept.

Unless the recipient was someone like Leo.

But since I didn't know who it was, I couldn't speak carelessly.

"Well, it could work out or it might not."

When I said that, both of them looked at me as if they had expected such an answer.

Their psychological battle seemed to end with my single comment.

"Well... I guess so. I'll be going now. See you tomorrow?"
"Yeah..."

With those final words, Luna went back into the dormitory building, and she watched Luna's retreating figure with fiery eyes.

"Did something happen between you two? Your relationship seems to have suddenly gone bad..."
"Nothing in particular happened, really."
"That's good then."

Anyone could see that something had happened, but since she said otherwise, I had no choice but to say it was good.

As I was about to return to my dormitory building, she, who had been looking at the snow on the ground, began to speak.

"By the way, we'll really be living apart soon."

She was planning to go to the Orion Kingdom right after the graduation ceremony, so there was less than a month left until that time.

I was a bit worried, but I knew she would handle it well, just as she always had.

"Don't be too sad when I'm gone."
"You say that, but you actually want me to be sad."
"Well... of course."
"Of course I'll be sad."

But after a day or two, I'd probably get used to it.

It had been that way before.

'Besides, the situation isn't that bad this time.'

This time, it would probably just end with a feeling of regret.

Or at least, I hoped it would.

"I won't see you starting tomorrow either... for a whole week."
"That can't be helped."
"You said you packed your luggage in advance, right?"
"Yeah, a while ago."

In truth, I didn't have much to pack, so it was almost embarrassing to say I had packed, but I had prepared in advance knowing I would be training until late the night before the trip.

After escorting her to the dormitory, I was about to return to the boys' dormitory.

"Well, I'll be going now."

Just as I was about to leave, she blocked my path.

With a deeply flushed face.

"Um... could you... stay a little longer?"

With that single question, the atmosphere around us changed instantly.

The warm atmosphere that could melt even the winter snow made me blush as well.

Trying to hide my reddened face in this embarrassing situation, I answered her question.

"Um... sure."

A breathtaking atmosphere, but for a different reason than before.

Feeling that atmosphere, I entered the girls' dormitory building with her.

Just like last time, all eyes focused on me as soon as I entered.

Ignoring those stares, we headed toward her room, which I had visited before.

'Why am I so nervous about this...'

Of course, it wasn't something to be dismissed so easily.

At least, given the atmosphere.

Unlike last time, we entered her room alone.

In this tense situation, she was the first to speak.

"Do you... like black tea?"
"Yeah... I do."
"Then please sit somewhere comfortable and wait for a moment."

After saying that, she went into the kitchen, probably to make tea.

Following her suggestion, I sat down in a place I found comfortable.

The living room sofa.

I was sitting on the rug on the floor, using the sofa as a backrest.

'Smells... nice.'

Her scent wafted throughout the room, tickling my nose.

A fragrance like flowers nourished only by dew.

It was a scent that always emanated from her, but because of the location, even this familiar fragrance felt different.

"I'm not sure if it'll suit your taste, but here you go."

She carefully placed two cups of black tea on the table and sat down on the rug just like me.

Perhaps because she was nervous, she kept some distance between us.

'Cute.'

She was clearly showing signs of being conscious of me.

I slowly moved closer to her, who was so tense.

And just like that, the same atmosphere and situation as that summer vacation was created.

"Why did you call me here? So suddenly too."
"Well..."

After taking a deep breath and appearing somewhat calmer, she continued.

"Do you know... what day it is today?"
"Today?"

Today's date was December 7th.

Something did come to mind.

But there was no way she could know about that.

It was something only I knew in this world.

So it definitely wasn't that.

'But even besides that... I feel like there was something...'

Of course, I just had that feeling; I hadn't actually realized what day it was.

Unable to provide an answer to her question, I asked her instead.

"What day is it?"
"I knew you'd forget! Today is Albert's birthday!"
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"Birthday..? Ah~"

Only after hearing those words did I realize what day it was.

December 7th.

Overwhelmed by recent events, I hadn't noticed, but today was indeed my birthday.

'I've neglected it for so long that I completely forgot...'

I hadn't properly celebrated my birthday for quite some time, so I didn't even remember that today was my birthday.

"I didn't even know myself..."
"I heard it from someone else."

She was truly thoughtful at times like these.

For some reason, her face flushed as she continued speaking about how she had heard that today was my birthday.

"So I was thinking about what gift would be good for your birthday... but I wasn't sure. Albert doesn't really show what he likes normally..."
"That's true."

Of course, it wasn't that I didn't show it—I simply didn't have anything particular that I liked.

Especially when it came to material things that could be given as gifts.

"So I thought really hard about it by myself, you know? About what Albert might like."
"And did you find something?"
"Yes, though it was difficult."
"What is it?"

As soon as she heard my question, she leaned her body toward me.

In an instant, she was right in front of my face.

In that ripened atmosphere, she uttered one sweet sentence.

"At first, I thought about it really hard. I went over things Albert has said and done, and even asked Aelin. But I couldn't find a good answer."

She slowly lowered the zipper of her tracksuit while continuing to speak.

"But when I simplified my thinking, the answer came quickly."
"W-wait, what are you doing..."

She suddenly pushed me down.

Then she gently climbed on top of my lower body as I lay on the floor.

With that single action, the atmosphere instantly changed.

A sensual mood, similar yet different from the previous sweetness, engulfed us.

Since this was likely her first time doing something like this, her face was flushed with embarrassment, and mine was burning hot as well.

'She's warm...'

Her figure felt quite explicit, along with the sensation of her touch.

I dare say no man in this world could resist such a feeling.

She asked me with a tense tone and trembling voice.

"Um... is... is myself enough as a birthday present?"

Her seduction was so clumsy and naive.

Yet it was far more enchanting than even a succubus's [Charm].

Completely falling for her seduction, I immediately got up from the floor and naturally lifted her in that position.

She seemed quite flustered by what people commonly call a princess carry.

"W-wait a moment! Th-this..."

Ignoring her reaction, I headed straight for the bedroom and laid her down on the bed.

Then, taking in her disheveled appearance—something unimaginable under normal circumstances—I continued our conversation.

"Of course it's enough."

A sight that would make His Imperial Majesty grab the back of his neck and collapse.

She looked incredibly attractive in that scene.

Cute in one way, seductive in another.

Seeing her like that, I thought:

'I'm definitely not sleeping tonight.'

It seemed I would have to sleep on tomorrow's train instead, and I surrendered the current situation to my instincts.

I slowly removed her clothes one by one.

Her bare skin was explicitly revealed.

Covering her body with her hands, she spoke in a barely audible tiny voice.

"Don't look here... I must look terrible right now..."

A cute reaction that contrasted with her explicitly revealed sensual figure.

I comforted her with a pleased smile.

"Don't worry, you're most beautiful right now."

***

On a cold winter night.

While a couple was spending an intimate time together, two people were outside, stamping their feet anxiously.

Of course, they weren't the only ones there; quite a few people were present.

But only those two were stamping their feet.

"Did they really go in together?"
"Yes! I saw it clearly!?"

Six girls were present there.

Each showed a different reaction.

Some, like Reina and Eve, didn't seem particularly interested, while others like Riel and Aelin seemed excited. Then there were those who appeared anxious, like Rachel and Luna.

"You called us just for this?"
"Just for this? This is a huge deal!"

Aelin seemed the most excited of all.

Reina still maintained her disinterested expression.

"I'm sleepy, so I'm going..."

With just those words, she returned to her room, and Eve, who hadn't said anything, did the same.

However, the remaining four continued to stand their ground.

For some reason, Aelin, with a flushed face, asked:

"By now... they must be doing it, right?"
"Doing what?"
"You know... that thing."

Aelin was acting embarrassed as if she were the one involved.

Unlike Aelin, Riel was relatively calm, though she couldn't hide her excitement as she spoke with an unavoidable smile.

"Who knows, I hope they are. But you two seem really anxious?"
""U-us?""

The two showed reactions that made their anxiety obvious to anyone watching.

Riel looked at them and said:

"But why do you like a guy like him? There are plenty of other guys."
"No one compares to Albert..."
"He has a girlfriend, and she's better than you two. Besides, he'll never leave our princess. You know that, right?"

It would be hard to find women better than Luna and Rachel even if you searched high and low.

They were almost unique within the academy.

And that unique person happened to be Albert's girlfriend.

Of course, those two didn't seem to care about such things.

"So what?"
"That doesn't matter."
"So you're saying you'd be fine being second or third?"
"It's not that we don't care... but what can we do... we'll have to be satisfied with that."
"But right now, even that seems impossible..."

Riel sighed deeply at the princesses' messed-up words.

'Tch... unnecessarily perfect...'

It was true that she was exceptional, with overflowing strengths and hardly any weaknesses.

From Riel's perspective, it was irritating.

Clicking her tongue at their words, Riel said this to them before leaving:

"Well... good luck tomorrow, but don't be too disappointed when it doesn't work out, which it won't."
"Are you trying to encourage us or..."
"It's better than nothing. Oh! And today is his birthday?"
"What?"

The two, who seemed to know absolutely nothing, were shocked by this sudden information.

"Birthday? Today?"
"Yeah."

Luna, looking dumbfounded, asked Aelin, who was trying to avoid eye contact:

"Is that true?"
"Yes, today is his birthday."
"Ah... Don't tell me they're doing that because it's his birthday?"
"Well... it would be a lie to say it has nothing to do with it."

Of course, the regret of having to part ways soon probably had a bigger impact than the birthday, but the birthday certainly played a role.

Rachel, who had just realized it was Albert's birthday, said:

"She's not saying something like 'I'm your present,' is she?"
"No way... the princess doesn't seem like that type..."
"Actually, that's exactly it. We suggested she do that."

It seemed that when she was contemplating what gift to give on his birthday, she received help from Riel and Aelin, and that was what the two had proposed.

"You two... are thorough, not even telling us..."
"It's a surprise. Besides, that guy probably didn't even know it was his birthday."

***

That guy who probably didn't even know it was his birthday.

After that brief, ecstatic time, he was now sharing a bed and blanket with her.

Perhaps due to the influence of what had just happened, neither could look the other in the eye.

"..."
"..."

A moment of silence ensued.

The one who broke that silence was me.

"I've never received such an extravagant birthday gift before..."
"I'm glad you seem to like it."

Even as we continued our conversation normally, we still couldn't properly face each other.

The atmosphere in the room was too hot, and my heart was beating faster than ever.

'It's been... a really long time since I felt like this...'

My heart was pounding almost as much as when I first met her.

Even now, when we had both mentally calmed down a bit, it wasn't much different.

While the atmosphere of that act still lingered, she brought up an unexpected topic.

"This morning, you seemed in really bad condition."
"Today..."
"Something must have happened, right?"

Today.

Thinking about what happened on December 7th, my heart calmed down, and I could finally look at her face.

I asked her, who had been looking at me for who knows how long:

"Are you curious?"
"Yes... but if you don't want to tell me, you don't have to."

To be honest, I didn't want to talk about it.

It was like the sky had fallen for me.

But precisely because of that, she needed to know about it.

"Even then, it wasn't much different from usual."
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"Of course, back then, countless lives hung in the balance during those brief moments, mere seconds."

Back then, that was just how things were.

A situation where if you relaxed for even a second, you couldn't complain if you lost your life.

That's how intense the wartime conditions were.

***

Dark storm clouds filled the sky.

Despite it being midday, those heavy clouds blocked out the sun's bright light.

And beneath that sky, two suns were trying to devour each other.

Since neither side was overwhelmingly stronger, the battle had dragged on for a long time.

'It's been about a month now, hasn't it...'

About a month.

A whole month had passed since this battle began.

It had started near the borders of the Babylon Kingdom, but now the battlefield had been pushed back to the Empire's capital.

'He's ridiculously strong...'

This achievement could be attributed solely to Bael's power.

Without Bael, it wouldn't have been possible.

Of course, even with his overwhelming might, Bael wasn't invincible.

The further Bael moved from the Babylon Kingdom, the more power he lost.

And the Empress of the Empire was well aware of this fact.

"Crawling all the way here... quite a reckless gamble, isn't it?"
"Silence, woman."

Bael, who knew this fact better than anyone, was growing increasingly impatient.

And because of that, he was pushing himself harder than usual.

Anyone could see how desperate he had become.

"Aren't you pushing yourself too hard? You won't be able to get past this point anyway."

No matter how powerful Bael was, he couldn't break through her barrier.

In that particular field, she was second to none.

"You seem to be mistaken. I am not alone here."
"Neither am I."

As Bael said, he wasn't alone here.

Naturally, for a battle significant enough to require Bael's participation, all the Executioners had joined the fight.

And as she said, many of the Empire's strongest warriors were also participating in this battle.

"It seems our subordinates are evenly matched."
"Do not place your inferior subordinates on the same level as my loyal servants."

In reality, the powerful Executioners and Special Forces were marking each other one by one, and their skills were so similar that it was difficult to determine superiority.

Except for one group.

Bael looked at that group as he spoke.

"Can your eyes not see that?"

Agareus and Albert.

Those two were the second strongest in their respective armies, after her and Bael.

However, the difference in their abilities was quite significant.

Anyone could see that one side was being pushed back.

"Can you still say they're evenly matched after seeing that?"

It wasn't that Albert couldn't fight.

He was doing his best within his capabilities and pushing himself to the limit to avoid being a burden to others.

And it was inevitable that he would be outmatched by Agareus.

Unlike Albert, who had just entered his mid-thirties, Agareus was a veteran among veterans who had protected the Babylon Kingdom alongside Bael for hundreds of years.

"It's actually surprising he's held out this long, but that's all he can do."

Albert's body was covered in blood and wounds.

He was in a state where he could collapse at any moment, yet he was still standing, keeping his eyes on Agareus.

She was anxious watching Albert in such a precarious situation.

'At this rate... he'll really... die...'

Just as Albert was special to her, she was special to him.

He had always been by her side—a loyal servant and reliable comrade.

He was also a close friend and an attractive man.

He was the only star that had illuminated her darkened heart.

'If Albert dies too, I...'

Of course, he wasn't the only star.

When she was young, there had been several stars.

But those stars had fallen from the high sky as time passed.

That's why she couldn't accept his death.

She couldn't bear the thought of losing the only star that could still illuminate her, just like those people from back then.

'Please don't be too late...'

Just as Albert was about to die at Agareus's hands, she moved quickly.

Bael smiled contentedly at the sight, and she knew this was a trap set to kill her.

Nevertheless, she had no choice but to jump into that trap.

***

"Fortunately, after that, we managed to conclude the battle with support from the Persian Kingdom, but our losses were too great. The Emperor had died."

She had been listening to my story with an unreadable expression, and only after I finished did she begin to speak.

"You must have loved her even back then, to go that far."
"Well..."
"I'm certain of it."

It was something I had always known, but hearing it directly from her lips made it feel different somehow.

"I would do the same in that situation."
"Don't do that this time."

When I said this with a serious expression and voice, she was smiling contentedly for some reason.

Then she embraced me and continued the conversation.

"Then don't act so recklessly. It hurts my heart every time I see that."
"I'll try..."
"Still, I'm glad you seem to be taking better care of yourself these days."

As she said, lately I hadn't pushed myself to the point where [Death-Defying Life] would activate—to the point where my life would be in danger.

Whether it was because I was thinking of her, or because there hadn't been any need to, I wasn't sure.

"Without you, I'd probably push myself too hard again."
"That can't be helped, I suppose. And anyway, I know you'll stay healthy even if you overdo it. I'll be satisfied as long as you're in good shape when you're with me."

It was quite a modest wish.

So modest that I would lose face if I couldn't grant it.

"And..."

After saying that, she suddenly brought her lips close to my ear.

Then she whispered words I never expected to hear.

"Today was... really good... so good I could get addicted..."

Along with those suggestive words, I felt her warm breath, and in my surprise, I unconsciously turned my head. She looked at me as if she found my reaction amusing.

"You're so shy. This is what Albert used to do all the time."
"I'm so embarrassed... I could die..."
"Your face is really red right now."
"I... know."

There was something I had newly realized recently.

"You've gotten quite used to this, haven't you?"
"Not used to it, just learning by observation. Dating someone who's good at these things has taught me a lot."

She had definitely become much more comfortable with physical affection compared to the days when she could barely hold hands.

'She's even saying things like that now...'

Somehow, ending things like this made me feel like I had lost.

There was no need to win, but I wanted to.

So I acted just like she had earlier.

"I enjoyed it too..."

***

After that passionate day passed, the day of the school trip finally arrived.

While everyone was busy with preparations that morning, I, having finished my preparations early, spent that brief time before leaving the academy chatting with them.

"Um... have a good trip..."

For some reason, unlike yesterday, she couldn't look me in the face.

Judging by her reddened cheeks, she must have been remembering yesterday's events.

"Yeah, I'll be back soon."
"Did you... do it with her yesterday?"

Aelin asked in a voice so quiet that only I could hear.

I flicked her forehead...

-Thwack!-

...and answered her question.

"Don't ask things like that, squirt."
"Ow!! That hurts! Why are you hitting me?!"
"Focus on your own love life, you coward who can't even confess."

They had always had good chemistry, and they still did.

Yet despite that, neither of them had confessed first.

"I'm not scared!?"
"Then just do it~"
"Ugh... I hope you get trapped in a dungeon during your school trip."
"Getting trapped in dungeons is my everyday life. You should focus on passing your graduation exam. If you don't pass, you won't even make it to high school."

The entrance exam can only be taken after graduating from middle school, and if she fails this graduation exam, she'll only have an elementary school diploma and won't be able to take the high school entrance exam.

Of course, the middle school graduation exam is less important and therefore easier, so most students pass it.

"If I don't pass, I'll call you oppa."
"Thankfully, that won't happen."
"Anyway, have a safe trip."
"Try to come back injured if possible. That would be the best birthday present you could give me."
"What did you say?"

I said goodbye to the grinning Aelin, the indifferent Riel, and her, who was seeing me off with her usual warm smile.

"I'll be back soon."
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A train heading to our destination.

We had taken the very back seats on that train.

Of course, the seats were separated from each other, so it didn't really matter.

As soon as we settled in, Chris plopped down in his seat and immediately started talking.

He seemed to have had quite a struggle packing his luggage in a hurry since morning.

"Wow... it's been so long since our last school trip. Around this time last year, we were taking exams."
"So what?"

Raicle responded coldly.

Of course, since he was always like that, I didn't think much of it.

"Wow... look at this guy's personality..."
"By the way, what did you do yesterday?"
"Who? Me?"
"Not you."
"Come to think of it, you weren't in the dorm yesterday..."

These high schoolers, pretending not to care while secretly expecting something.

I smiled leisurely and told them:

"I have my secrets."
"You'll find out eventually when we get there anyway..."
"Then you can find out when we get there."
"Tch..."

These guys seemed really curious about what I did yesterday.

Of course, I wasn't going to tell them just because they reacted that way.

"By the way, where are we going?"
"Leicester."
"Leicester? Wow... we're probably going to visit museums and such from day one."

Leicester.

Though now vanished from history, it was a region close to the Kingdom of Lenil, which existed until just 400 years ago, leaving behind numerous traces of war.

"How boring..."
"The Leicester War..."

The Leicester War.

A conflict involving the Kingdom of Lenil, the Kingdom of Babylon, and the Kainis Empire—it was larger than any other war in history.

Of course, it wasn't during our generation.

Raicle seemed to dislike even hearing about the Leicester War, probably because he'd been exposed to it through so many media sources.

"That thing we've studied to death..."
"But if the celestial race disappeared after that, why does the Black Knight Order still exist?"
"You never know, and it's kind of difficult to just get rid of something that's been around for so long."

The Leicester War held quite significant meaning on a global scale.

It led to the merging of two demon nations, the emergence of the Orion Kingdom, and the extinction of the celestial race.

"What if we had been born back then?"
"There you go with the 'what ifs.' That's all useless."

Chris posed a somewhat interesting question, while Raicle gave an extremely practical answer.

If I had to choose sides, I was closer to Chris's.

"Then we would have had to go to the battlefield too, mandatorily. The circumstances were different back then."

According to records from that time, not only adults but also minors under 20 were mobilized for war.

Regardless of gender, of course.

"Come to think of it, the Grand Magician must have been in his prime then, and the Emperor was supposedly very strong too, yet still..."
"Back then, there were only those two."

When discussing history, Merlin's name was inevitable.

After all, Merlin's life story was practically indistinguishable from the history of the Kainis Empire.

"Now we have the Special Forces people and the Heroes... there are many more people."
"But is the Demon King in the Kingdom of Babylon really that powerful?"
"Why are you asking me?"
"Good point..."

Chris seemed curious about why they didn't invade the Kingdom of Babylon with all the powerful forces they had now.

Although Bael had recently participated in battle himself, he couldn't display his full power since it wasn't his own kingdom.

"From what I saw in that video, he didn't seem that strong. Looks like our Emperor could just kill him with one strike!"
"If it were that simple, they would have done it already."
"That's true."

As always, he was a boy without much thought.

Still, he seemed to be giving his future career path some serious consideration.

"But... what should I do after graduation?"
"Why are you asking us?"
"Should I join the Special Forces like you? What do you think? Do I have a chance?"
"It's not impossible, but you couldn't do it right after graduation. I could, though."

While Chris's abilities were indeed unique, he lacked the fundamentals, so it seemed unlikely.

Of course, with his connections, he could probably get in through nepotism...

'That wouldn't be right...'

No matter how I thought about it, that just wouldn't be right.

Especially in the current wartime situation.

Of course, since we were still young, it wasn't completely impossible.

"But we're still only first-years."
"If I really train hard, could I make it?"
"Maybe a 50% chance?"
"That's doable. If I fail, I can just find a party to join."
"Would any party actually accept you?"

Though Raicle said it jokingly, in reality, any party short of the absolute top-tier ones would accept him.

A healer who could reliably stand on the front lines was as rare as stars in the sky.

"You never know, right?"
"I guess not. Anyway, good luck with that."
"Hey, you should help me out."
"I'm not so sure about that."

In truth, all I could do was put him through some intense training.

Though that would probably be more than enough.

But now wasn't the time for such trivial talk.

"By the way, Raicle."
"Huh?"
"Are you really going to do it this time?"

True to his apparent elf fetish, Raicle had shown interest in Luna throughout this semester.

And according to what Chris had told me before, he was planning to confess during this school trip.

When I brought it up, Raicle suddenly glared at Chris.

"Hey, did you tell him about that?"
"If he knows, I must have, right?"
"Wow... this guy's mouth is so damn loose."
"You already knew about that, right? But I only told him. Really."

It seemed Raicle had asked Chris not to tell anyone else when he shared that information.

"Of all people to tell, you chose him? Seriously..."

Raicle must have already known how loose-lipped Chris was.

The fact that he still confided in Chris despite that meant he probably didn't want to keep it a secret anyway.

"But I heard Luna is also planning to confess during this trip."
"Huh?"
"For real?"

Chris reacted as if he couldn't believe it, while Raicle seemed to have expected it to some extent.

I said to Raicle:

"But I don't know who she's confessing to."
"How could you not know? It's obviously going to be you."
"Me? Why?"
"That's not the important part right now."
"Then what is important?"

Raicle's tension was similar to usual yet somehow different.

He was serious as always, but somehow comically so.

"So, are you going to reject her?"
"No?"
"Huh? You trash..."
"I was joking, but your reaction is great."

Raicle looked embarrassed at the revelation it was a joke, while Chris burst into laughter at his reaction.

Chris said to Raicle, who had taken it too seriously:

"As if that would be true~ Ah, this is hilarious."
"So... what do you think about her confessing to me after being rejected by you?"
"But what if she's actually going to confess to you?"
"Are you going to keep talking nonsense?"

From Luna's perspective, this had been an unfamiliar place, so I had helped her out a bit, but that was all. If anything, Raicle had been closer to Luna this semester than I had.

I hardly spoke to her, but Raicle had been on the same team during survival training, trained together, and had many other points of contact.

"But she's not particularly close with me. She's closer to you."
"Being close isn't good, you idiot."
"Why?"

I asked out of genuine curiosity, and Chris sighed deeply before answering.

"If you're close, you're just friends."
"You can become lovers after being friends."
"That's true, but from what I see, they're not in that kind of situation. From my perspective... they're just friends."
"Hey."

One deadly serious word.

That single word contained numerous emotions.

"Sorry, but honestly, even I wouldn't date you."
"You really want to die?"
"Sorry!"
"Anyway, if she confesses to you, reject her, got it?"
"Uh... okay..."

At that moment, my phone suddenly rang.

I immediately checked it.

I thought it was just an ordinary text, but it was different.

'What's this?'

The message was from Riel.

She sent me a shocking message along with a photo of her and someone else.

'Is this real?'

***

Graduation.

The crown jewel of the Academy and the ultimate goal of students.

Currently, the graduation exam, a task to realize that goal, was in full swing.

Although only third-years took the exam, there were many of them, so some students were still waiting for their turn.

And those students were doing whatever they wanted while waiting for their turn.

"Princess, what did you do yesterday?"
"Stop asking already..."

She seemed tired of the constant questioning.

Riel must have noticed this and changed the subject.

"By the way, you know how Luna is planning to confess during this school trip? Wouldn't it be better to just accept it?"
"Why?"
"There's a lot to gain if you accept, from various perspectives. And knowing Albert's personality, he probably won't engage in skinship if he's not interested."

It was a valid point.

Still, the uneasiness was unavoidable.

"I still don't like it..."
"Are you perhaps intimidated? Luna is certainly more attractive as an elf than you, Princess."
"What did you say?"

Riel seemed to be stirring up trouble again as she provoked her.

"I'm asking if you're afraid he might be taken away if he accepts her."
"Of course not."
"Then let's make a bet, how about it?"

Aelin, who was watching this scene in real-time, pretended not to see or hear anything and just went about her business.

"What kind of bet... I don't like bets..."
"Scared?"
"Ah... fine, let's do it! Let's!"

She seemed to have lost her patience at the word "scared."

And since she had nothing to lose, she appeared to have accepted the proposal.

"Then, if they kiss before the vacation, the loser grants the winner's wish, deal?"
"Don't try to back out later."
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Words I couldn't understand within my common sense.

But unfortunately, it seemed those words were true.

'Is she worried our relationship will deteriorate if I refuse here?'

Certainly, a talent like Luna is someone you shouldn't let slip away.

Of course, I wondered if it was really necessary to go that far.

"What's wrong?"
"Nothing..."

I held back for now, not knowing what might happen if I shared those thoughts with Raicle.

I'd find out everything later anyway.

"Looks like we've arrived... Let's get off."

The train stopped with perfect timing, allowing me to naturally change the subject.

I slung my bag over my shoulder and asked them:

"How long do people usually stay in places like this?"
"Just today, and then we're going somewhere nicer next."

Since I hadn't checked the itinerary, I didn't know how long we'd be staying here or where we'd go next.

However, I wasn't worried since someone who was the complete opposite of me was right beside me.

"Where?"
"You know, that famous thing here."

Besides ruins and museums, there was only one famous thing I could think of in this place.

"Hot springs?"
"You know it well. The schedule says we're going to the hot springs in the evening."
"The hot springs here are good..."

Of course, I'd only heard they were good but had never visited myself.

Unlike me, Chris seemed to have been to the hot springs here before.

"I wouldn't know."
"Have you been?"
"Just briefly with my family."
"Really?"
"Don't get your hopes up too high."

We continued discussing our next destination as we got off the train.

As we disembarked, I spotted our classmates who had already gotten off.

Gloria quickly checked the headcount, then we headed to our first destination, the Lester Museum.

As we walked in line toward the museum, Reina, who had somehow approached me, said:

"Hey, I heard we're going to hot springs next?"
"I already heard about that."
"And then an amusement park after that?"
"Really? Sounds fun."
"What's with that soulless reaction?"

For some reason, Reina, who had silently approached me, was telling me about our upcoming schedule.

"Why are you telling me this?"
"Just because."
"But you seem kind of... how should I put it... uninterested? Anyway, that's your state right now."

Despite being on a school trip, Reina wasn't excited like the other kids.

Rather, she gave off the impression that she already wanted to go home.

"This is boring... Not fun at all, don't you think?"
"Still, it's an opportunity, and we don't get many of these."
"I kind of wish that, you know, this museum was actually a dungeon."

At some point, she had changed to become like me.

Originally, Reina disliked dungeons like Aelin, but now things seemed different.

"Write a novel, seriously."
"I'm just saying it would be nice. We won't be able to train together during the break anyway."
"I'm planning to stay in the dormitory though."

Hearing this, Reina's expression suddenly brightened.

Then, with a face like a child who had just received a birthday present, she asked me:

"Really? For real?"
"Yeah, last time I had something to do, but this time I'm just planning to stay at the dormitory."
"Then I'll stay too."

From Reina's response, it seemed she didn't necessarily need to return home either.

"Do as you please."
"You'd be bored alone too, you should be more grateful."
"I don't really care either way?"
"Would it hurt to pretend you care a little?"

Reina was disappointed by my lukewarm reaction.

She was truly a young lady who required a lot of attention.

"Fine, thank you. Thanks."
"If only you'd said that from the beginning..."

As I looked at Reina, who was trying not to show her feelings but failing, I thought:

'Who did she end up with again...?'

To be honest, I couldn't remember.

I knew she became the leader of a top-tier party, but I didn't know who she ended up with.

'Or... did she not get married?'

It was possible, given how hard-working she was.

As I was trying to recall my past memories, Gloria's voice reached us.

"We've arrived. This museum houses artifacts from the well-known Lester War."

Starting with those words, Gloria continued her explanation using her knowledge.

Indeed, as a teacher, she seemed to shine the most when sharing her professional knowledge with us.

"But Ms. Gloria knows so much despite being an elf..."
"That's because she worked hard."
"Have you ever thought about becoming a professor? You're good at studying."
"I'm not entirely against it, but it seems troublesome."

Having experienced teaching others, I knew it wasn't something just anyone could do.

"And I don't really like that kind of thing."
"Really? That's unexpected. I thought you'd enjoy it since you explain things so well to us."
"That's because you all do well, especially you."
"Ah...!? Well... I'm just... doing it normally..."

Whether it was genuine modesty or just pretense, Reina's growth rate was far from normal.

After all, if you excluded me and her from the academy, Reina would be the strongest.

"What are you planning to do?"
"Me? Well... I haven't really thought about it."

To be honest, I hoped Reina would join the Special Forces.

She was the person I worked best with, and she was also an assassin like me.

And someone of Reina's caliber had a higher chance of being accepted than Chris.

'Looking at it this way, it seems like anyone can join the Special Forces...'

Of course, even saying that, it would probably just be me, Reina, and maybe Chris at most.

I spoke to Reina, who seemed to have fallen into deep contemplation after hearing my question:

"Think about it seriously later. If you're not sure, ask the others too."
"I'll ask you."
"Do as you please... I'm going ahead."

I wanted to escape this noisy situation, and it seemed there wouldn't be any problems.

So I left the crowd and headed elsewhere.

"Huh? Where are you going?"
"Aren't you staying there?"
"I'm bored too, you know?"

Contrary to my intention, Reina had also separated from the group.

"If you're gone too, they might notice..."
"It's fine. But really, where are you going?"
"I just want to be alone for a bit..."

As Reina and I were wandering around the museum together, I sensed someone's presence behind us.

Reina seemed to have noticed it too, and we both turned around simultaneously to confirm who it was.

"Oh..."
"Ah..."

I already knew who it was from their presence, but seeing them in person made it even more anticlimactic.

"What kind of reaction is that? I'm the hero, you know?"
"You're here again this time?"

For some reason, it felt like I was seeing Amelia's face quite frequently.

At the very least, I seemed to see her at least once every two months without fail.

"The academy asked me to come again."
"That must be tough for you."
"Not really? I didn't come just for this anyway."

Amelia seemed like she had something to say to me.

I asked her:

"Is it... something related to me?"
"Yes."
"What is it?"

When I asked, Amelia looked at Reina and questioned:

"Is it okay if she's here?"
"That's for you to decide. I don't even know what this is about."
"Do you know... a demon named Lilith?"

That name suddenly came up.

I hadn't seen her separately recently, so I was a bit glad to hear it.

Of course, I couldn't let Amelia know that fact.

"I don't know?"
"You... you're quite good at lying. I saw everything."
"Pardon?"
"I saw you talking with that demon at the academy before."

Given that she mentioned the academy as the location, she must have really seen it.

"That's a bit creepy."
"Everyone says that. I just have good eyesight, that's all. But I'm not here to arrest you or anything, just something's been bothering me."

Saying that, Amelia showed me a video.

In the video, Lilith was pretending to attack while subtly helping humans evacuate.

"Karina also said that demon told her to run away immediately."
"I see..."

Even in the chaotic battlefield, she had been helping humans.

Of course, Amelia was questioning Lilith's actions.

"Why is she doing this?"
"Not all citizens follow their king, right? It's something like that."
"Can that demon... be trusted?"
"Yes."
"I see... Well, I guess so, considering how much she helped."
"But why didn't you do anything after seeing that?"

It wasn't even something she had seen recently.

She must have seen it at least a semester ago, yet Amelia hadn't taken any action.

"I didn't do nothing. I followed her around a bit, but she didn't seem to be a traitor or anything."
"Ah..."

My assumption that she hadn't done anything was mistaken.

"What if she was really a spy or something?"
"She would have been dead long ago."

Hearing that, I understood why there weren't any traitors in this country.

'They've all been killed already...'

As I was relieved that I hadn't met such a fate, Amelia's second question came:

"Then does she know? That girl who tried to kill the princess before."
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'So it's that child from back then...'

It seemed Amelia was referring to that dark elf from before.

"I don't know that person."
"Really?"

Her expression and tone suggested I should stop lying and tell the truth immediately.

I responded to Amelia, who continued to show such reactions.

"Really."
"Then how did you know about that?"
"I just guessed."
"And you expect me to believe that?"

I spoke to the incredulous Amelia with a completely serious tone.

"Yes, believe me."
"Fine, let's say that's true. But why are you two here? Everyone else should still be at the entrance."
"I just slipped away because I was bored."

It was content I already knew, and since I'd heard it countless times in class, I didn't want to listen to it again after coming all this way.

And Reina seemed to agree with my opinion, quietly nodding beside me.

"But specifically... just the two of you?"
"I'd like to decline any unnecessary misunderstandings. It just happened to turn out this way by coincidence."
"That's disappointing..."
"Anyway..."

I made a proposal to Amelia, who seemed as bored as we were.

"Would you perhaps... spend some time with us? We don't have anything particular to do."
"Hmm...?"

Amelia appeared to contemplate for a moment.

However, shortly after, making that moment of consideration seem meaningless, she immediately accepted the proposal.

"Sure, why not. So we're doing this outside?"
"Of course, we can't do it here, can we?"

***

Gloria's explanation session felt like it lasted nearly an hour.

Still, at the end of what seemed like an eternity, there was a paradise called free time.

"From now on, you can act freely, but please follow the rules I just explained, and since the museum is quite large, try to stay together as much as possible."

Those words were like an oasis in the desert.

Having waited for so long to finally hear those words, Chris was fully enjoying the sense of liberation that had finally arrived.

"Wow... finally... it's over..."
"Wasn't it actually interesting?"

Although Luna also knew about the Lester War, she wasn't as knowledgeable as Gloria, so she found it interesting and fascinating.

Of course, it was different for Chris.

"What are you saying...? If you find it interesting, go ask her to explain more. I'm sure she'd be happy to."
"Well, that's a bit..."

Even Luna seemed to think that was going too far.

Still, thanks to those explanations, Luna had become more interested in the Lester War and wanted to explore more of the museum.

"Let's look around some more."
""But that's not the issue right now.""

Two people uttered the same words simultaneously.

The ones who spoke were Raicle and Rachel, who seemed to be thinking along similar lines.

They glared at each other, and Rachel spoke first.

"You noticed too?"
"Anyone who hasn't noticed would be an idiot."

Those who suddenly became idiots.

Everyone except Chris tilted their heads and quietly listened to their conversation, while Chris asked them why they were saying such things.

"Why? Did something happen?"
"You... didn't notice?"
"Notice what?"

That incredibly innocent question.

Surprised by the boldness of the question, Raicle touched his forehead and continued the conversation.

"Don't you think there are some people missing here?"
"Missing people?"

Not just Chris, but everyone present looked around.

And then they all seemed to realize why those two were having such a conversation.

"Ah... where did that bastard go?"
"Exactly..."
"Even Reina is gone. Wait! Could this be... a secret date?"
"Please stop... that nonsense."

Raicle's sharp rebuke.

Hearing those words, Chris seemed to come to his senses and spoke in a calm voice.

"But why are we looking for them? If it's those two, they're probably somewhere fighting each other again."

Chris couldn't understand why they were trying to find them.

However, Rachel and Luna thought differently.

"Maybe not. They seemed pretty close."
"I'm telling you, they're just fight-obsessed people. They're the type who even cut back on sleep to get in an extra 30 minutes of practice."
"Still..."

Even so, they couldn't dismiss the possibility lingering in their minds.

"You guys go look... I'm going to rest here..."

After saying that, Chris sat down on a nearby bench to take a break.

He seemed tired from standing for so long.

"Now that you mention it, that's true..."

Raicle, somewhat agreeing with Chris's opinion, also sat down on the bench and was enjoying the sweet break time.

Of course, the others were different, but those two seemed to plan on staying there until the museum visit was over.

"Let's go look for them."

Two people with different thoughts from those two.

Those two were trying to find the two people who had disappeared without a trace.

Of course, it wouldn't be easy to find them.

"Well... good luck with that."

Knowing this, Chris was pitying them, and Gloria, who had been watching them all along, felt the same way.

Gloria, holding a rather thick book in her hand, sat down on the bench where Chris and Raicle were sitting and spoke.

"They won't find them here."
"Do you know where they are?"
"They're outside, with the Hero."
"The Hero?"

When Chris made a puzzled expression, Gloria answered in a calm voice.

"Yes, given the current situation, it could be dangerous. So the Hero came along... and now they're outside."
"I suppose that makes sense."
"But why aren't you two exploring more?"

Hearing Gloria's innocent question, Chris answered while lying face down on the table.

"I'm tired."
"Don't sleep there."
"Yes... By the way, how much longer will we be here?"
"About two hours? After this, we'll also visit the city walls."

The Lester City Walls.

It was the battlefield of the Lester Battle where countless people lost their lives and where the two armies clashed most fiercely.

After the battle, it had been preserved in its original state, with no one touching it.

Of course, measures were taken to protect it from weather conditions like rain or typhoons.

"Why are we going there too?"
"You'll feel quite a lot when you go there."
"But if no one has touched it, are the bodies from that time still there?"
"Of course! Even the smell of blood from that time still remains."

It seemed that they had to visit this place especially because of the current state of war.

To show the students the horrors of war and make them aware of the upcoming battles.

"It's cruel and disgusting, but that's precisely why you all need to see it, as the future of the Empire."

Gloria looked at the two alternately, then continued.

"Of course, some of you, including you two, already seem to know this very well."

Indeed, those party members under her leadership were well aware of the cruelty of war and the necessity of talented individuals.

But others were not yet there.

"But if they haven't come to their senses even after coming this far, then even seeing that probably won't..."
"That's probably true for those who choose to remain ignorant until it happens to them directly. But some will be different. That's enough."

There are two ways to increase a nation's power.

Either raise the overall level of all soldiers or create overwhelmingly powerful individuals.

Of course, it would be ideal to do both, but that's unrealistic.

So one must choose between the two.

The former is not only difficult but also not very effective.

But the latter is different.

In the case of an overwhelmingly powerful individual, their mere presence can determine the outcome of a battle.

"And in reality, it's people like you, the few, who lead battles to victory."
"Does that... apply to us too?"
"Of course."

***

A person with the power to lead a battle to victory.

And those who will soon become such people.

The cold wind they created made the already chilly weather even colder.

Albert effortlessly catching Amelia's arrows, even though she was holding back.

Seeing his skill left me speechless.

"Are you really here on a trip?"
"That has nothing to do with this."

I asked Reina, who was just watching what I was doing beside me.

"Do you want to try too?"
"No?"
"Try it."
"I said no. How could I possibly do that..."

From her perspective, I was catching arrows that she could barely see, so her reaction was understandable.

If we did it at the same intensity, she would get seriously hurt.

"We can shoot more slowly, right?"
"Of course, trust me and give it a try."
"Ah..."

Reina contemplated amid the continued pressure.

Of course, I had no intention of forcing her to do something she didn't want to do.

After all, I'd be forcing her to do it starting next year anyway.

"If you don't want to, you don't have to."
"Huh? Is that okay?"
"Yeah, you'll be doing it later anyway."
"Uh... what...?"

Reina glared at me with an expression that seemed to say, "What nonsense are you talking about?"

I scratched my head and said,

"Your reflexes seem a bit slow, so I'm planning to properly train you starting next year..."

As I was explaining the training I planned to implement next year, from behind us—

More precisely, from the direction of the museum, numerous presences were felt.

It seemed the time was already up.

"So this is where everyone was?"
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Gloria appeared alongside our classmates.

After looking back and forth between the three of us, Gloria stared at the sword in my hand and the bow in Amelia's hand before speaking.

"Um... what were you doing?"
""Just a simple warm-up exercise.""

When Amelia and I answered simultaneously, Gloria let out an incredulous laugh.

"Haha... warm-up exercise... well, let's say that's what it was... Anyway, let's hurry and move on. The next schedule awaits us."
"Where are we going this time?"

Upon hearing that question, Gloria immediately turned around.

Then, looking at our classmates, she answered.

"Our next destination is the wall that served as the battlefield of the Lester War and became the grave of 100 million people."

Certainly, visiting such a place would be beneficial at this time.

Of course, it might be too much stimulation for students like us.

'That's a good place to visit.'

From my perspective, believing that such stimulation should be received from a young age, it was a perfect travel destination.

However, Amelia seemed to have a different opinion.

Though she didn't voice it.

'Her expression is full of discontent...'

While heading toward the wall, mixed in with the group, I approached Amelia who was at the very back of the line.

Her expression seemed full of dissatisfaction.

I asked Amelia, who wore such an expression.

"You really don't like this, do you?"
"Me?"
"Yes, it's quite obvious."

Amelia had a subtle expression on her face.

In the mysterious atmosphere created by that face, Amelia asked me.

"What do you think?"
"I'm thinking positively about it."
"Don't you think it's too much pressure?"

Pressure...

Of course, I understood that perspective.

No matter how much we are the future of the Empire, we're still just 17-year-old students before that.

"It is pressure, but isn't that the point in the first place?"

It was true that it was putting pressure on us.

The difference lies in how that pressure affects us.

"So you think it will have a positive effect?"
"Of course."
"Humans aren't that strong, especially children like you."

It seemed Amelia thought the students wouldn't be able to withstand that stimulation.

Of course, that's often the case in reality.

When such shocks become trauma and hinder one's future.

"But if they entered the Imperial Academy, shouldn't they have been prepared for at least this much?"

And I think they passed the entrance exam because they were prepared, but looking at their recent behavior, my thoughts were changing.

"Even so, that place is too much. You've been there too, right?"
"If someone is scared of that level, they're not suited for this place to begin with, at least not here."
"..."

After hearing my words, Amelia seemed to be lost in thought.

It seemed there was something I didn't know.

After contemplating for a while, Amelia asked me with eyes that were different from usual, quite unfitting.

"Then... am I also someone who doesn't fit in here?"
"..."

Seeing her say such things, it seemed Amelia was also one of those who couldn't handle that stimulation.

And that fact struck me as very unfamiliar.

'That's unexpected...'

It was very unexpected.

The Amelia I knew wasn't like that.

Rather, she was someone who had endured that burden demonstrably.

But it seems the reality was different.

'Still, she's not someone who doesn't fit in.'

There are always exceptions.

Like the person in front of me right now.

"No, Amelia is still someone who fits in well here."
"Why? I couldn't bear the burden and ran away?"

I spoke to Amelia, who had been saying uncharacteristically weak things since earlier.

"But you overcame it in the end, didn't you?"
"Well, that's..."
"Then you've overcome it."

It's not that the process isn't important.

However, it's true that the result is more important than the process.

"As long as you overcame it in the end, that's what matters."
"Isn't that too results-oriented?"
"It can't be helped, since it was a story where the result was important from the beginning."

Even if you couldn't endure at first, struggled, and ran away, what matters is that you came back and eventually overcame it.

But I couldn't help feeling that the burden I was talking about and the burden Amelia was talking about seemed different.

'But this doesn't make sense at all?'

For Amelia to be unable to bear the burden of carrying the future of the Empire...

It was incomprehensible to my common sense.

"It's really surprising. I thought Amelia wouldn't care about such burdens..."
"How could I not care when I'm a hero?"
"Ah..."

It seemed the burden Amelia was talking about was the burden she had to carry as a hero.

'That makes sense.'

Indeed, even for someone like Amelia, that would have been difficult.

After all, there are fewer than five such individuals in the entire world.

"Being a hero must be... tough, especially since you didn't choose to become one."
"Exactly..."

If it was the burden Amelia was talking about, not the one I mentioned, then it was indeed excessive.

"That level is definitely too much, absolutely."
"Even if it's not to that extent, it's still too much. Do you think all kids are like you?"

It seemed Amelia thought even what I had mentioned was too much.

"I think they'd be fine without going to that extent..."
"By the way, is it okay for you to keep talking with me like this?"
"Huh? Why?"

Amelia, who asked such a question, had been staring at one spot for a while.

And there, I could see Rachel and Luna looking this way with frowning expressions.

"Why are they like that?"
"How would I know? You should know."
"Still, as a fellow woman, you might know something..."
"Maybe they wanted to play with you but couldn't."
"Why with me?"

Amelia burst into laughter at my question.

I asked Amelia, who was suddenly roaring with laughter.

"Why are you laughing?"
"You... really have no sense."
"Sense? Suddenly?"
"You should thank the princess, and for now, go over there."
"..."

Leaving Amelia, who was saying things I couldn't understand, I headed to where they were.

Rachel immediately asked me, as if she had been waiting.

"What were you two talking about so much?"
"Nothing special."
"You always say it's nothing special... Then why did you leave in the middle? Just the two of you with Reina!"
"I went out for some fresh air, and she just followed me."

For some reason, I kept making excuses in this situation.

It felt like I was a criminal being interrogated.

"If you stay inside all the time, it gets boring..."
"We've arrived. It's inside there."

Just as I was making excuses, we timely arrived at the wall.

It was protected by some huge building to shield it from the ravages of time.

Gloria pointed to that building and said.

"Let's go in right away."

Gloria showed us with unhesitating steps, and we followed.

At the entrance of that building.

When we arrived there, two officials appeared as if they had been waiting.

Those officials informed us of the precautions.

"Those with heart conditions or who cannot bear to see cruel things should step aside separately. Also, please suppress your magical power as much as possible inside the building."

After hearing that explanation, Gloria looked at us and explained again.

"Since it's quite a cruel place, those who don't want to see it, please step aside now."

However, despite the two explanations, not a single person stepped aside.

Everyone seemed prepared.

'They're not Class A for nothing.'

I don't know about other classes, but seeing this scene now, I could only think positively.

And Gloria, who seemed to have the same thought as me, smiled contentedly and finally moved into the building.

"Wow..."

As soon as we entered the building, a hideous smell assaulted our noses.

Ironically, it was a smell I knew all too well.

'The smell of blood...'

And it was similar to the smell of human blood.

I looked toward where the smell was coming from, and there was a huge structure.

'The wall...'

The massive wall finally revealed itself.

The wall had an appearance that looked like it would collapse at any moment, as if it had been attacked by enemies.

And the numerous corpses scattered near the wall.

The owners of the smell I had been sensing since earlier entered my field of vision, involuntarily making me frown.

However, Gloria explained the scene with an unfazed expression.

"This scene preserves the brutality of the Lester War as it was, including the atmosphere and smell of that time."

As I listened to that explanation, I observed the expressions of my classmates.

Everyone was frowning like I had been earlier, and some looked like they were about to vomit.

This scene was indeed inappropriate for children to see.

However, it was also a scene from which one should not avert their eyes.

"Most of these corpses are of humans, that is, citizens of the Kainis Empire. Some of these corpses even belong to students the same age as you."

Gloria continued slowly, observing the students' expressions.

"We may be fine now, but no one knows what will happen. As time passes and war progresses, we could end up like this too."

Then, finally looking at my face, she said.

"That's why we must strive not to end up like that."
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As always, our teacher was working hard for his students, for us.

Every time I saw him like that, I couldn't help but admire him.

'Ugh... what a terrible smell...'

The smell was intentionally added by the staff.

The smell I was experiencing now was that of fresh blood.

Despite being artificially introduced, it felt quite realistic to us.

Perhaps it was because of the atmosphere of this place, or maybe because of the social climate. I wasn't sure.

"I really hate these smells..."

The building with the fortress walls from which the smell emanated.

After exiting that building, Amelia expressed her displeasure like that.

"Who actually likes the smell of blood?"
"I thought you did, but I guess not."
"..."

Dumbfounded by her comment, I stared into space and sighed.

Reina, who was standing beside me, responded with an innocent reaction.

"I thought so too..."
"Why are you ganging up on me too?"
"Well... when we see you fighting, it's hard not to think that way..."

Ignoring her comment that made me reflect on my usual behavior, I asked Reina about our next schedule.

"Anyway... when are we going to our next destination?"

I asked Reina, but the person who answered wasn't her.

A large bus positioned in front of us.

Amelia pointed at the bus and said:

"We're going now, on that."
"Ah... okay..."
"Why that reaction?"
"It's nothing... I'm just not feeling great because it's getting late."

It was the time when today's sun was finishing its work and preparing to clock out.

Since it was that time, my energy was inevitably a bit low.

And since it was the first day of the school trip, having woken up early probably contributed to it as well.

"Let's go quickly..."

***

After about an hour of traveling by bus, we arrived at a certain place.

It was a hotel that was quite frequently seen on the internet.

Eve, overwhelmed by the hotel's magnificent exterior, said:

"Wow... looks like we're staying here tonight?"
"You sound like a country bumpkin reacting like that."
"What did you say!?"

Chris and Eve were arguing like Leo and Aelin.

Ignoring the two of them, I followed Gloria into the hotel along with the other students.

'It really is magnificent...'

It was indeed magnificent, probably because it was a hotel where even upper nobility frequently stayed.

It's absolutely not because I'm a country bumpkin that I felt that way.

Absolutely not.

"Everyone, please follow the rules I explained on the bus. If there are any problems, contact me immediately."

After Gloria finished speaking, I headed to my assigned room with the others who would be sharing it with me.

As soon as we arrived at the room, Chris, Raicle, and I unpacked our bags. Chris, who was indeed a country bumpkin, immediately threw himself onto the bed.

"And he was criticizing others earlier..."
"Truly acting like a country bumpkin."

Chris continued lying on the bed, ignoring our criticism.

Fortunately, we had separate beds.

"If we had to share a bed, I would have punched him."
"At least wash up first..."
"We're going to the hot springs soon anyway, so what's the point?"
"Then get up quickly, you idiot."
"Yeah, yeah."

Everyone gathered their pajamas and towels and headed to the hot springs.

As expected, without any surprises, the hot springs were divided into men's and women's baths.

Chris sighed deeply at the sight.

"That's disappointing... I was kind of hoping..."
"You sure like to hope, pervert."

The person who criticized Chris wasn't me or Raicle.

I looked in the direction of the voice.

The people I saw were also carrying pajamas and towels to change into, just like us.

"You're not disappointed too, are you?"
"Well... I haven't really thought about it."
"That's a relief then."

For some reason, Rachel entered the women's bath with a relieved expression.

The other girls followed Rachel into the women's bath.

"Let's go too."
"Why isn't there a mixed bath?"
"If you're that upset, try sneaking into the women's bath and get arrested."
"That's going too far..."

Ignoring Chris who had been talking nonsense, I entered the men's bath with Raicle.

"Hey! Wait for me!"

The three of us entered the men's changing room.

We were preparing to enter the bath.

Having already undressed completely, I stepped onto the scale with just a towel draped over my shoulder.

"67? You're skinny as hell."
"How is 67 skinny?"
"At 180cm and 67kg, you're skinny, you fool."

Since I had always been this weight at this height, I didn't think much of it.

However, Chris, who weighed himself after me, had a different reaction.

"Wow... I'm so fat?"
"You're saying you're fat at 73kg?"

Honestly, objectively speaking, it wasn't a weight that would be considered fat.

Especially given his height.

Chris, stepping off the scale, asked Raicle who was about to enter the bath:

"Aren't you going to weigh yourself?"
"I'll weigh less than you anyway, pig."
"W-what did you say..."

Chris seemed hurt by being called a pig.

These guys' standards seemed quite different from mine.

"Let's go in too."

I dragged the depressed Chris into the bath.

As soon as we stepped in, Chris's expression darkened even more.

With a face like he had just eaten something disgusting, Chris looked around at the people there and said:

"Is this... hell?"
"If this is hell, you're one of its residents too."
"This isn't what I was expecting..."

***

On the opposite side, in the women's bath.

There was someone there who had the same reaction as Chris.

"This isn't what I was expecting..."
"You're really perverted too."
"I'm not being perverted..."

Rachel said, gazing longingly in the direction of the men's bath.

Seeing this, Eve sighed deeply and said:

"Even if things went as you wanted, he wouldn't come, you know?"
"I'm just saying... Can't we rent this place out?"
"That's a good idea!"

Luna and Rachel were talking nonsense just like Chris.

Gloria, hearing their nonsense, brought them back to reality.

"Even if you rented it out, would Albert come?"
"He might..."

Realizing the impossibility of what she was saying, Rachel stopped mid-sentence.

Then she slowly immersed herself in the bath.

"Ah~ This is refreshing~"
"You sound like an old man..."
"Isn't that a bit harsh?"
"Sorry..."
"Wow~ This is nice... There's a reason this place is famous."

They were thoroughly enjoying the hot springs they hadn't visited in a long time.

Among them, the ones who seemed to enjoy it the most were those who had complained earlier.

Rachel, who now seemed quite satisfied with the situation, looked at Luna and Gloria with a mischievous gaze and said:

"Are all elves like that?"
"Like what...?"

Realizing where Rachel's eyes were directed, Luna covered her chest with her hands.

Then she showed the same reaction as Reina earlier.

"You're like an old man..."
"I'm really envious... What do you have to do to get like that? Do elves do something special?"
"There's nothing like that!!"

While they were exchanging such silly jokes, suddenly numerous energies appeared from the mountains behind the hotel.

And as soon as those energies appeared, some people looked in that direction.

Among them, Gloria, who detected those energies the fastest, said to the students:

"Everyone, please get out of the bath and evacuate quickly."

***

At that time.

At the Academy, graduation exams for the students were in full swing.

The person who entered the exam venue prepared by the teachers.

Her exam was highly anticipated by many people.

And she was living up to their expectations.

"This is much easier than I thought."

The graduation exam consisted of three trials.

Of course, it would be good to overcome all three trials, but it wasn't strictly necessary.

For the Imperial Academy's graduation exam, passing just the second trial was enough to graduate.

"But can other students do this too?"

Countless monster corpses.

Standing on top of those corpses, she spoke those words.

It was because it was her that such an absurd number of monsters were defeated; it would be quite challenging for other students.

And this was just the first trial.

As soon as she passed the first trial, she looked at the giant monster that appeared and said:

"There's not even time to rest."

The second trial consisted of a horde of orcs.

She pointed her staff at the horde of twenty orcs.

-Crack!-

An ice spear formed at that moment.

The spear flew like a bullet and pierced the heads of those monsters.

-Thud!-

The monsters fell to the ground, spewing bright red blood.

She looked at those monsters and said:

"It's still easy so far."

Of course, if it were other students, they would have used up all their strength at this stage or failed here.

But she was on a completely different level from those ordinary students.

The third trial revealed itself as soon as the second trial ended.

Even after realizing the nature of the trial, she maintained a relaxed expression.

Then she said to him:

"This is more boring than I expected. Is it because I already knew about it?"
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The true nature of the third trial.

Unlike the first and second trials, it wasn't a monster.

However, it was such a formidable opponent that one might prefer facing monsters instead.

A being of which only two existed in the entire Kainis Empire. A Hero.

He, one of those Heroes.

He summoned his weapon and spoke to the woman before him, who was slightly different from her usual self.

"You seem quite composed, which wasn't like you before."
"I suppose I'm gradually becoming more like him."

After those words, she immediately activated [Bitter Cold].

Marco, observing her, carefully opened his mouth.

"Still, she's not the type to let her guard down, is she?"
"Of course not."
"Little Sun of the Empire, I sincerely congratulate you on passing the graduation exam."

His formal congratulations served as the starting signal for the real trial.

As soon as he finished speaking, Marco charged at her with his sword pointed menacingly.

Yet her expression remained composed.

"That's something you should say after I win."

Still maintaining her composure, she deflected Marco's sword using only her agility enhanced by [Swift].

Her skills were certainly too impressive to dismiss as those of a mere student.

But that didn't mean she was skilled enough to defeat Marco yet.

"I hate to say this, but... aren't you overestimating yourself? In the history of the Imperial Academy, only one person has ever passed the third trial."

In fact, even that one person's success was considered impossible.

Traditionally, the third trial of the Imperial Academy's graduation exam involves bringing in external examiners.

And not just any examiners—they're powerful individuals against whom ordinary students would have no chance of winning.

Like Marco right now.

The third trial was designed to be unbeatable from the start.

'But someone did overcome it.'

As Marco said, there was exactly one person in history.

And it happened quite recently.

The first person to pass the third trial.

That person's name was Reinhart Michael, her father and the Sun of the Empire.

"My father did it, so why can't I?"

Though she spoke confidently, she felt differently inside.

She knew very well that she probably couldn't win.

But that didn't mean she could approach this test half-heartedly.

The thought of that person who was currently away wouldn't leave her mind.

'He would win, wouldn't he?'

Over the past year, every single day.

He had grown remarkably day by day.

Someone like him would surely pass the third trial with flying colors.

Thinking about that, she couldn't possibly give anything less than her best.

Steeling her resolve, she pointed her staff at the towering mountain she needed to overcome and said:

"I will win, no matter what."

***

"Ah... I wonder how she's doing..."

She would pass anyway, but knowing her, she would go beyond just passing and challenge the third trial as well.

I muttered quietly while looking at the massive mountain visible behind the hotel.

"I hope it goes well..."
"Are you still thinking about your girlfriend even after coming all the way here?"

Chris seemed tired of listening to me repeating the same thing for about 30 minutes.

"I can't help it... She'll definitely try to take on the third trial too..."
"Even if she's the Imperial Princess, she can't beat that one, right?"
"That's exactly why I'm worried."

Of course, it wasn't that nobody had ever beaten it, but she wasn't growing at that rate.

And this generation's examiner was Marco.

While he might be slightly inferior compared to other powerful figures in the Empire, he was still undoubtedly among the top ten.

"If she breaks it, it'll make the news."
"It'll make the news even if she doesn't."
"But couldn't you break it?"
"Well... I'm not sure."

To be honest, it wasn't a completely far-fetched idea.

After all, there were still two years left.

But it was undoubtedly an excessive expectation at this point.

"Maybe if I try hard enough."
"But... do you think it's fair that even priests like me have to take the same test as you guys?"
"If that bothers you, you shouldn't have become a priest."
"It's not like we chose it because we wanted to..."
"Those who are meant to pass will pass anyway, like you."

And in truth, priests who only heal aren't very useful in parties.

"If you're just going to heal, you should work at a hospital, don't you think?"
"That sounds like it could be a problematic statement..."
"Wow... this place is nice, but I'm getting dizzy..."

After being in the bath for almost an hour, my face felt hot and I was feeling lightheaded.

I looked around, wondering if everyone felt this way, but unfortunately, it seemed like I was the only one.

"Ah... I can't stay any longer..."

Finally, I slowly crawled out of the bath.

Chris, who seemed to want to stay longer, asked me:

"Hey, are you leaving already?"
"I'm dizzy... you guys stay a bit longer..."

With those words, I returned to the changing room alone.

As I was drying myself with a towel and changing clothes, someone else who had also left the bath early came into view.

"Why did you come out?"
"An hour is long enough."
"That's true, I couldn't stay any longer either."

Just as Reicle and I were preparing to return to our room, I suddenly sensed suspicious presences.

Those presences were coming from the direction of the mountain I had been looking at earlier.

'There are quite a lot of them...?'

More presences than I had expected.

It seemed like a dungeon had appeared in the mountain and hadn't been cleared yet.

I started running toward the location of those presences, wearing only my pants.

Reicle, who couldn't understand why I was acting this way, urgently asked me:

"Hey! Where are you going!? You're not even wearing a shirt!"
"Just stay with Luna for now!"
"Huh...?"

***

'This seems quite large in scale...'

Fortunately, the monsters came into my view before I went down the mountain.

The monsters' gazes focused on the prey that had suddenly appeared.

Hundreds of monsters—receiving all their gazes at once made me feel a bit strange.

'But there are a lot of people there, so it should be fine...'

It might be a mere coincidence, but the timing was too perfect for that.

"At least there's no one around."

After confirming that no one was nearby, I immediately activated two unique skills.

-Woong!-

As expected, the monsters instinctively backed away when I activated my skills.

At times like this, I always felt a bit sorry for the monsters.

"I wonder how surprised they'd be if they knew they were actually the prey..."

I raised high the pitch-black sword filled with an unfathomable abyss.

Then I swung the sword at the terrified monsters.

-Kieeek!-

At that moment, a black wave sliced through the air and flew toward them.

Always hungry, it devoured hundreds of monsters in an instant.

And then it returned to me as if nothing had happened.

I stared blankly at it for a moment.

"..."

In that moment of absolute silence, the tranquility was shattered by a young girl's voice.

"Oh... my..."

Instinctively, I looked in the direction of the voice and saw Luna, her face flushed as she stared at my body.

For some reason, I asked Luna, who had come here alone:

"Why did you come alone?"
"Well... I heard you went this way... I was worried it might be dangerous, so I hurried over..."

Luna was wearing nothing but a thin nightgown.

I was looking at her scantily clad appearance.

Of course, I'm not one to talk right now.

Luna, noticing my gaze, said:

"If... if you look at me like that..."
"Hey."
"Huh...?"
"Come out separately later."
"Huh? You don't mean..."
"I just have something to give you, that's all."
"Okay!"

Seeing her like this, I felt somewhat relieved.

It meant that the sudden appearance of these monsters was just a coincidence, not someone's scheme.

"Let's go back for now."
"Yes!"

Why did she look so happy?

She seemed to have completely forgotten about the danger to herself.

Of course, it could just be me being overprotective, but it never hurts to be careful.

On our way back to the hotel with Luna, we chatted about various things.

"You... have a really nice body..."
"Could you not stare so much?"
"Ah... sorry..."

Luna looked like she had something to say, but she wasn't asking me any particular questions.

'It feels like she's always been like this...'

It seemed like this hadn't happened during this semester, but somehow it also felt familiar.

Being alone with Luna in this ambiguous atmosphere.

But every time, Luna would make that expression without saying anything.

"What's wrong?"
"What do you mean?"
"You look like you have something to say, but you're not saying it."
"How did you know..."
"Never mind that, what were you going to say?"

Luna finally spoke, but her expression seemed complicated.

The princess of the kingdom, looking even more elegant than usual in the moonlight visible behind her.

I listened attentively to what the princess had to say.

"Um... why do you always care so much about me?"
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"Huh...? Me...?"

Such a sudden statement.

The moment I heard those words, my mind went blank, and I even forgot what I was originally going to say.

Because of that, I could only wait for Luna's next words in a dumbfounded state.

"Yeah... You always pretend not to care but secretly look after me... Sometimes you protect me when we go out like this... You even helped me adjust well at the Academy..."

As she spoke, Luna's face turned bright red. After taking a deep breath, she continued immediately.

"Why are you doing this...? You clearly have a girlfriend... and you even rejected me once..."
"..."

I wanted to say something.

I wanted to make excuses about those incidents and tell her that it wasn't for the reasons she thought.

But I simply couldn't speak.

Whether it was because of the shock from what I'd just heard or because of this suffocating atmosphere, I couldn't say a word.

And Luna was at a loss when I didn't respond.

"Say something... If you keep acting like this, I'll really... misunderstand, you know?"
"Well... I don't have any special reason for—"
"Luna! You should come with us! It's dangerous to go alone..."

Reina and the others suddenly appeared, interrupting my words.

They seemed suspicious of this strange atmosphere between us.

"This atmosphere... what's going on? And why are you... shirtless...?"
"Shut up and let's just go back first."

Ignoring Rachel's questions as she looked back and forth between us, Raicle threw a set of clothes in my direction.

I smiled gratefully at his action and put on the clothes he threw.

"Let's hurry back. The teacher must be worried. You can have your pointless conversations in your own rooms later."
"Um... okay."
"That's definitely for the best."

Everyone seemed to agree with Raicle's opinion, and so Luna and I returned to the hotel without being able to say anything more to each other.

I thought Gloria would scold me as soon as we got back to the hotel, but...

'Nothing happened, huh...'

There were no such reprimands. Instead, she said things like "It's fortunate you subdued them quickly" and "There weren't any demons there, right?"

It seemed that because of what I'd shown so far, she was now willing to overlook certain excessive actions for a student.

However, the real problem wasn't with Gloria.

After safely returning to the hotel room, Raicle, who was the real issue, asked me.

"What happened?"
"Well... that... But do you think I've been treating her too nicely? Like in that way..."
"Who? Her?"
"Luna."

Raicle thought for a moment after hearing my question.

Then, for some reason, he gave me the answer I was hoping for.

"Not really. You've just been treating her well as a friend."
"But... she doesn't seem to think so..."
"So what did she say?"
"She was about to say something when you guys showed up..."

If I had continued the conversation quickly, I could have handled it, but I couldn't at that time.

I thought I had kept enough distance.

But reality, as usual, didn't go according to my expectations.

"Hmm... then it would be really awkward to go talk to her now, wouldn't it? What should we do?"
"But... I do have a reason to talk to her."
"Huh? Why?"
"Remember what I mentioned before?"
"Before? Ah... that thing you were going to give her as a gift?"

Since Raicle was with me when I went shopping for items related to Luna's safety out of concern, he knew what the gift was.

"I told her earlier to come out later because I was going to give it to her... Should I just go now?"
"Just go. You'll have to tell her it's not like that eventually anyway."
"I guess so..."

Having decided to talk to her right away, I was about to call Luna through Reina, who shared a room with her, when, with perfect timing, a message arrived from their side first.

-Hey, Luna wants to see you for a bit... what are you going to do?-

I replied to Reina's message, which seemed rather troubled.

-Tell her I said okay and to meet me in the lobby on the first floor.-
-Okay, got it.-

After that message, I tossed my phone onto the bed, grabbed the cloak I had prepared in advance, and headed to the first floor lobby as I had mentioned.

When I arrived, Luna was already there, sitting on a nearby bench waiting for me.

Despite the complicated situation, Luna's expression was contrary to the circumstances.

Unlike before, she seemed to have composed herself a bit. With that appearance, Luna greeted me.

"Hi...? You came pretty quickly?"
"Yeah..."
"Sit down here first. If you keep standing like that, other people will think it's strange."

Such a calm demeanor.

It was almost like she was a different person.

"You seem different from before? A bit calmer, and maybe a little more relaxed too..."
"I was planning to talk in this state originally, but earlier I was... a bit too excited..."

I handed over the item I had brought to Luna, who had fortunately returned to her normal self.

Luna looked at the object in her hands and murmured.

"[Guardian's Cloak]..."
"Considering your wealth, it's probably really inadequate... but I couldn't just leave you walking around like that..."

Even with the [Guardian's Cloak], it wouldn't completely block attacks from high-ranking demons, but it was still a hundred, a thousand times better than nothing.

Luna received the cloak and thanked me with an expression like that of a child.

"No... thank you so much... But did you buy this expensive thing with your own money?"
"Yeah, but it wasn't too much of a burden. I had quite a bit saved up."
"Still, it must have been quite expensive... Thank you so much, and about what happened earlier."

Luna was casually talking about what had happened earlier.

"I'm sorry about earlier. Thinking about it now, I put you in a really awkward position. Of course you wouldn't like someone like me."
"You didn't need to go that far..."

Seeing Luna, who must have grown up receiving nothing but love since childhood, say such things made me feel quite strange.

But for some reason, even though she said such things, Luna didn't seem particularly gloomy.

"No, that's right, at least for now."
"For now?"
"Yes, for now."

Luna's confident expression in this situation seemed familiar, almost like how I used to be.

Being in this situation, I could roughly guess what Luna would say next.

"I was originally planning to confess during this school trip. But it seemed too hopeless."
"Uh..."
"So I'm going to retreat for now."
"Retreat?"
"Yes, I'm going to make you like me first, and then confess."

Luna's rather bold ambition.

Hearing those words, the corners of my mouth involuntarily turned up, and laughter burst out uncontrollably.

I was desperately trying to hold back that laughter, and seeing me like this, Luna, seemingly offended, scolded me.

"I gathered my courage to say that... If you laugh like that, what does that make me?"
"I know... I know, but it's just too funny..."
"You... just wait and see. I'll make you beg to date me!"
"Sure, go ahead and try."

Those words made me realize that all the worries I had been having were completely meaningless.

But I didn't feel particularly bad about it.

After all, the outcome was good.

"In return, don't avoid me like before when I approach you!"
"When did I ever avoid you..."
"You always did! Somehow you always knew when I was secretly looking for you and would run away."
"Then why did you ask me why I was being nice to you?"

I really couldn't understand what her standard for "being nice" was.

'Are the standards for humans and elves slightly different...'

It's truly an absurd thought, but right now, I couldn't think of any other explanation.

"That's a different story!"
"I don't see how they're different?"
"Anyway, they're different, just different."

Having this pointless argument over such a trivial topic made it feel like I was talking to Aelin.

'Even the fun part is the same...'

I hadn't really thought about it until now, but thinking about it now, Aelin and Luna seemed somewhat similar.

Of course, only "somewhat," just somewhat.

"Let's stop here and go back. They'll misunderstand again."
"I don't really mind?"
"Well, I do, you know."
"If we explain it well to the Princess, don't you think she'll allow us to date?"
"Please stop talking nonsense..."

Listening to Luna's words now, it seemed like I wasn't trapped in a troublesome situation after all.

Luna was a much more troublesome type than I had anticipated.

"I have a friend who likes you. How about dating her?"
"Are you talking about yourself?"

Luna was making such a pure expression as if she really thought that way.

Of course, that couldn't be true.

"You... you're a good actor... it's annoying..."
"Thanks for the compliment..."

I had a strong feeling that I would hear more complaints once we returned to the Academy.

It seemed like I wouldn't be able to spend the vacation quietly until the break.

"Please, I'm begging you, could you not act like this in front of the Princess later?"
"I don't want to."
"Ah... really."

No matter how I thought about it, I was definitely being targeted by a strange person.

I stood up, ignoring Luna who was grinning, and annoyingly, Luna also stood up beside me.

"I'm leaving... Make sure to wear that if nothing else."
"Okay, see you tomorrow!"
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At last, this eventful day came to an end, and a brief moment of rest found me.

Of course, that didn't mean I was alone.

"So what happened? Don't tell me you actually got confessed to? Nah, that's too much of a fantasy."
"It's similar but different."
"Huh? What kind of nonsense is that?"

Chris was so persistent with his questions. To make matters worse, we were sharing a room, so I had no choice but to tell him if I wanted to sleep in peace.

"I don't like her, you know?"
"No?"

I glared at Chris as if I could kill him for his joking response, and he quickly corrected himself.

"Right...! Right...! You don't like her! You only have eyes for the princess! But then...?"
"And she knows that too, obviously?"
"Of course, since you've been putting up such a strong wall."
"But she said she won't give up."
"Huh?"
"She said she'll make me like her."
"WHAT!?"

Chris was shocked by my words, while Raicle burst into laughter.

Their different reactions were both understandable given how strange the situation was.

"What do you guys think?"
"What do I think? I'm fucking jealous, you bastard. Did you save a country in your past life or something?"

Ironically, I actually did save a country in my past life.

It feels weird saying this myself, but the Kainis Empire would have fallen long ago if it weren't for me.

Of course, I couldn't openly admit that.

"Well... I don't know... Maybe I did, maybe I didn't..."
"Anyway! I'm so jealous... Though it doesn't really matter to me."
"You've been hanging out with Eve a lot lately, haven't you?"

It wasn't just lately—it had been since the beginning of this semester. Eve seemed to be with Chris all the time, and Raicle had become quite close with Rachel.

And it seemed like Raicle had given up on Luna since coming on this school trip.

"From what I can see, it's happening."
"What's happening?"
"You know, that."
"What's 'that'?"
"I'll show you during this school trip."

It seemed like this guy had made up his mind to confess to Eve.

But he was being annoyingly indirect about it.

"That's none of my business, so do whatever you want. Can I go to sleep now? I've told you everything, right?"
"Of course, friend."
"If we weren't sharing a room, I could've just bolted..."
"Not a chance. We're roommates for the entire school trip."

That was truly terrible news.

About as bad as hearing that demon forces were invading right now.

"Ah... seriously... who arranged this?"
"We decided during class, but you were sleeping, so we just put you with us. You're welcome."
"Ah..."

This situation wasn't because someone else had arranged the rooms strangely—it was simply my karma.

Once I realized that, an intense moment of regret washed over me.

"I should have... stayed awake..."
"It's all your karma. You sleep through everything, whether it's class time or when we're making these decisions."
"Couldn't you have woken me up?"
"Now he's blaming others. Are you crazy?"
"Ah! Whatever! Let's just sleep. You're ruining my mood."

Still, this was a trip, so I shouldn't be in such a negative state.

Since this was a rare opportunity, I wanted to maintain a bright and clear mindset.

"Tomorrow's schedule looks pretty good... It should be fine..."

***

And so tomorrow arrived. Today, as planned, we would spend the entire day at our current location.

We were scheduled to spend the day at an amusement park.

"All day long... Won't that get boring?"
"It's fun to ride the same things again. Oh! And today you'll have to go around by yourselves."
"Why?"
"Because I'm going to spend the day alone with Eve."

Chris said this with an expression as annoying as his words.

Watching this scene made me think of that person who would probably be finishing her graduation exams and reading books in the library by now.

"I wish I could do that too..."
"Then how about with me?"
"Huh?"

Words as irritating as Chris's—they came from the person who had made me so uncomfortable yesterday.

"Please stop talking nonsense..."
"You can just pretend I'm the princess, and that's that."
"I don't want to."

She was someone I neither wanted to replace nor could replace.

If I could have replaced her, I wouldn't be here now.

"Why not?"
"How could that work? And are you really okay with that?"
"Yes! I'm fine with it!"
"Doesn't it hurt your pride?"
"Of course not. I'd actually feel good if I could replace her."

She was truly a strange person.

I couldn't understand how she could think like that and say such things.

"You're weird..."
"What is?"
"You, and this whole situation."

Luna wasn't the only strange thing.

While we were arguing, everyone else had disappeared somewhere. The place that had been full of our entire class now had only Luna and me left.

"Why are we the only ones here?"
"I know... I wonder why?"
"Stop smiling, it's annoying."
"So, shall we spend today together?"
"I'll just go alone."

I said that and immediately turned around.

But Luna cut me off and now stood facing me from the opposite direction.

"That won't do."
"I can run away if I want to."
"Let's not do that... We've come all this way, and I told you yesterday not to run away..."
"I never agreed not to run away."
"That's true."

Luna admitted it readily, scratching her head.

Seeing that made me laugh involuntarily, just like yesterday.

"Then tell me now, that you won't run away."
"I'll think about it."
"Just give me today, at least..."

It felt wrong to keep refusing, but it would be even more awkward to start a chase in this situation.

So I decided to allow it just for today.

"But don't stick too close."
"Really!? For real!?"
"Just don't get too close."
"What's the boundary?"
"Don't touch my body."
"Wow... that's strict... So as long as I don't break that rule, it's fine?"
"For now."

After the lengthy negotiations concluded, Luna, seemingly pleased with the outcome, approached me with a beaming smile, little by little.

About a minute later?

She hadn't touched me, but she was so close that the slightest movement would bring contact.

"This isn't right, is it?"

Finding this unacceptable, I instinctively backed away.

Luna's face immediately showed signs of being upset.

Her face was unnecessarily honest.

"Don't get upset about it. I told you not to get too close."
"Fine... Let's put that aside for now. Where should we go first?"

I was amazed at how quickly Luna's expression changed again.

Then I asked her, as she spoke as if she knew this place well:

"Isn't this your first time here?"
"Yes, but so what? You can guide me, right? That's why I didn't bring a map earlier."
"We're in trouble..."
"Why? No way..."

Luna wasn't the only one for whom this place was new.

"This is my first time here too."
"We're doomed... Are we lost?"
"Pretty much."
"What should we do?"

Luna's expression didn't match her words—for some reason, she looked like she was enjoying this situation.

"We just need to go toward those big rides over there and get a map."
"Ah... that's boring..."
"What were you thinking?"
"That we'd get lost until it gets dark, and then spend the night together."

She had the talent of a novelist with an active imagination.

I let out a hollow laugh when I heard her story.

"It's a plausible story, isn't it? Someone earlier said it was quite plausible..."
"Who said that?"

For some reason, Luna put on the brightest smile she could and spoke in the cheeriest voice possible.

"I did!"
"Don't act cute..."
"You say that, but you're smiling right now. You don't have to hold it back. I know you're smiling anyway."

My pride was hurt.

To think I'd laugh at such jokes and aegyo... it was like bringing shame to my family.

"I would have frowned if it were anyone else."
"What does that mean? That you smiled because I was acting cute?"
"I meant that others would frown at such jokes!"

My voice unconsciously rose, and Luna seemed to find that significant.

Even though it meant nothing.

"It's been a while since your voice got louder."
"Ugh... let's just go. This is annoying."

We went to the area with the giant Ferris wheel that was visible from here and got a map of the amusement park.

But even after getting the map, we couldn't move right away.

"This is really complicated."
"I know..."
"Should we ride this first?"

To my surprise, Luna was actually pointing at the Ferris wheel.

I stopped her.

"Absolutely not."
"Why?"
"This is something you ride at the very end, no matter what. No exceptions."
"Who decided that?"

Hearing that reminded me of the earlier situation, and I was actually about to say "I did."

But after thinking for a moment, that didn't seem right.

"Books... say so?"
"You hesitated just now! You were going to say 'I did' but changed your mind, right?"
"That's not it."
"What do you mean it's not? It totally is."
"Anyway, we can't ride this first."

After I firmly refused, Luna pointed to the haunted house next to it.

"Then how about that?"
"I'd be fine, but... you probably wouldn't be."
"Why?"

Luna seemed genuinely unaware of what a haunted house was, so I explained it to her directly.

It would be bad if we went in without explanation and something unfortunate happened.

And Luna seemed like the type who might be a bit easily frightened.

"Do you know what ghosts are?"
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"Of course I know! It's... something scary.."

She was right, but her explanation was quite clumsy.

Still, since she wasn't wrong, I didn't nitpick.

"Right. So, are you afraid of such things?"
"Me? What do you... think?"

Truthfully, she looked like someone who would be terrified.

While you shouldn't judge by appearances, her look was so telling that I couldn't completely ignore it.

"I think you'd be terrified."
"How did you know..."
"Then let's go there."

Actually, I had initially planned to avoid it if she was scared, but seeing her reaction somehow made it seem like it would be fun.

However, Luna didn't seem to share that sentiment.

"Um... can't we go somewhere else? You know... there are many other places...?"
"I think it'll be fun."
"I think it'll be fun too, but..."
"Then let's go."

I cut off Luna's words and immediately headed toward the haunted house.

Luna followed me, sweating profusely.

"Are you okay?"

When I asked, Luna gritted her teeth and answered.

"Yeah... I'm fine... probably..."
"That's right, you'll be fine."
"Have you been to places like that before...?"
"No?"
"Yet you seem so relaxed?"

Actually, whether ghosts exist or not, and whether they're scary or not, is separate from haunted houses.

The ghosts in haunted houses are fake ghosts, after all.

"Of course. Who would be scared of such things? Right?"
"Uh... right. I'm not scared either..."

Finally, Luna and I arrived right in front of the haunted house.

I wasn't showing any particular expression, but Luna was different.

Luna was expressing with her whole body that she really didn't want to go in.

I asked her.

"Don't you want to go in?"

Only then did Luna finally put aside her pride.

With eyes that looked like she might cry, she told me.

"Yeah... I don't..."
"But... this isn't a haunted house."
"Huh...? What do you... Ah!? Wait!! Wait a second!!"

I pushed Luna, who was confused by my words, into what she had thought was a haunted house.

Then I also entered.

'As expected...'

As soon as I entered, what I felt wasn't the eerie atmosphere unique to haunted houses, but the dissonance of spatial movement.

However, what I saw upon entering was quite similar to a haunted house.

'A mansion?'

A rather grand mansion, yet one where no signs of life could be felt.

I had entered the entrance hall of the mansion.

And Luna, who had entered the entrance hall just like me, was sitting on the floor for some reason, not getting up.

'What's wrong with her...? Is she crying...?'

Sure enough, the sound of sniffling reached my ears.

Honestly, the prank was a bit harsh.

Still...

'Was that too much...?'

Realizing this, I handed her a handkerchief I had and apologized to Luna, who had been sniffling continuously.

"Hey... I'm sorry..."

Luna wiped her flowing tears with the handkerchief I gave her and stood up.

Then she looked at me with resentful eyes and said.

"You... really... went too far..."
"I'm sorry..."
"Don't laugh... I'm being serious right now..."
"Okay, I'm sorry."
"I said don't laugh...?"

How could I not laugh?

There would be very few people in this world who could hold back their laughter seeing Luna making such expressions and saying such things.

"I don't want to laugh, but... I can't help it."
"Apologize..."
"I'm sorry... really."
"If you're sorry, at least hold my hand... it's scary here."

She was quite creative with her tactics.

But since I was the one who had done wrong first, I couldn't help but fall for her ploy.

"But... we shouldn't hold hands, right? This is a dungeon."
"So what..."
"Monsters will appear soon."
"So what..."
"Shouldn't we respond separately then?"
"Hmph... fine... then hold my hand later at least..."

Luna had been acting cute since earlier, and after hearing it continuously, I had become somewhat used to it, so I didn't feel anything particular.

I answered in a calm voice and prepared for the upcoming battle.

"I'll think about it."

The moment I summoned my sword, numerous energies could be felt from the many rooms of the mansion.

Disordered, chaotic energies—they were undoubtedly those of monsters.

"They're coming."
"But why is this a dungeon?"
"Since it's a trip, we should have things like this too, right?"

Both yesterday's events and today's—the timing and situation were too perfect to be coincidences.

As if someone had intended it.

"I guess this isn't just a leisure trip after all."
"Exactly..."
"From the beginning, there's no way we'd be on such a carefree trip at a time like this, right? Besides, we attend the Imperial Academy."

In a way, maybe we had underestimated things too much.

There's no way we'd just be on a leisure trip at a time like this.

I said as I cut down the monsters one by one.

"But it's a rather low-level dungeon."

Since they couldn't know which student would enter which dungeon, they seemed to have lowered the level somewhat and fixed it here.

Otherwise, it could be dangerous.

After all, unlike us, there could be plenty of children who wander alone.

"Yeah... it's really easy... at this rate, we can't even use it as a warm-up..."

Of course, in our case, the problem was that it was too easy.

Even if we had entered alone, it would have been easy, but we entered together.

I swung my sword at the last remaining monster.

-Slash!!-

Even though they were monsters, they had human forms, so it didn't feel particularly good.

After dealing with the last monster, Luna and I looked around the mansion to see if there might be a chest.

However, unfortunately, we couldn't even find the shadow of a chest.

"Nothing."
"Nothing, why?"
"There might just not be any. It seems like it's because this is an artificial dungeon."
"But why do they do this...?"
"How would I know...? They probably just want to see if we can handle unusual situations calmly."

It was like this because it was us, but for other students, it could be quite dangerous.

After all, they wouldn't even know it was a dungeon and wouldn't have brought weapons.

"Let's go."
"Okay."

The exit door opened again after killing the last monster.

I walked toward that exit, and Luna followed behind me.

"Hold my hand."
"No."
"What!? You promised!"
"I said I'd think about it, didn't I?"
"Ah... are you really going to be like this...?"

I left the dungeon with Luna, who seemed a bit upset.

Even after leaving the dungeon, Luna continued to complain.

"Is it that hard to hold my hand once?"
"Yes."
"Tch... even after making a promise..."
"Promises are meant to be broken, and we didn't even make a promise in the first place."
"Still..."

Ignoring Luna's words, I asked Amelia, who was waiting for us in front of the haunted house.

"But if it's like this, why is the hero here?"
"Everyone's doing well, so I'm not needed."
"If you only help when we're about to die... is that really being an escort?"
"What else would it be?"

Amelia was incredibly shameless, but the current situation wasn't one to blame her.

After all, the academy probably ordered her to do this.

"Besides, you two don't need it."
"We're not talking about us..."
"The other kids have already finished and are out here."
"Ah... so that's why they're here..."

We probably finished the fastest.

However, it seemed we started much later than the others.

"Yes, I'm here to take you."
"Where to?"
"It's right in front of here. Your teacher said that since we're at an amusement park, we should at least ride the Ferris wheel. Over there."

Amelia pointed to where the Ferris wheel was, and there were our classmates, including Gloria.

It seemed like they were all going to ride the Ferris wheel together, and seeing that, Luna clung to me and said.

"Let's ride that together."
"No."
"No! You can at least do that much! Especially after breaking that promise earlier..."
"Fine... fine, just don't make that face."
"Nice! See, isn't it better when you agree?"

As soon as we arrived, teams boarded the Ferris wheel one by one, and since we arrived last, we boarded the last cabin.

It's strange that the other kids didn't say anything, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

"But riding a Ferris wheel in broad daylight...? Is this right?"
"Well, what's wrong with it... it's not bad."
"There's no mood... but why are you coming closer? I didn't allow that."
"You can't escape from here anyway."
"Really..."

For some reason, Luna was sticking right next to me in that relatively spacious place.

So close that I could even hear her breathing.

I turned my gaze away from Luna, who was doing such inexplicable things, and was looking at the view of the amusement park visible from outside.

"Hey... can't you move away a bit...?"
"Hey, look this way for a moment."
"Ah... what now...?"

Without any suspicion, I turned my face toward Luna.

At that moment, I felt a moist sensation.

That sensation was none other than Luna's lips.
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Luna approached me with her usual mischievous expression, bringing her face close to mine.

In that moment, Luna's moist lips touched mine.

Right on my lips...

Startled by Luna's sudden action, I immediately jerked my face and body backward.

"Hey... what... what are you doing?"
"Hehe, I finally did it."
"..."

I couldn't say anything in that situation.

I felt no emotion and had no thoughts.

All because of that one action from Luna.

I struggled to open my mouth that refused to work.

"W-what kind of nonsense is this?"
"Sorry... I just wanted to surprise you a bit. You did it too..."
"..."
"Say something at least..."

I had played pranks too, but... nothing like this.

I placed my hand on my lips where the traces still remained.

While wiping away the lingering lipstick marks and their scent, I said:

"Wow... are you seriously crazy?"
"You just figured that out now?"
"This is... unbelievable..."
"You could just be honest and admit you liked it..."
"Don't you do this to other guys?"

Hearing that question, Luna suddenly raised her voice.

"Of course not!?"
"Well... I guess not..."
"Seriously... thinking about it again, I can't believe this..."

I never expected Luna would do something like that.

Not even as a remote possibility.

"By the way, can I tell the Princess about this?"
"Are you kidding!? Of course not..."
"Obviously not... that's too bad."

I was already flustered when I heard I should accept if she confessed, but this incident was even more shocking.

I stared at my hand with Luna's lipstick on it.

Then I brought that hand to my nose.

A clear fragrance like summer forest grass tickled my nostrils.

"Why are you smelling it?"
"Good question..."
"You can smell it openly if you want."
"Hey."
"Sorry..."

Luna bowed her head, appearing to have calmed down.

She seemed to know she had gone too far, so I didn't say anything more.

However, Luna's thoughts seemed different from mine.

"But you don't seem particularly affected by this?"
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"I thought guys would like this sort of thing."
"Everyone except me would like it, so do it to them..."

Other boys, except maybe me and Leo, would definitely like it.

Very much so.

But Luna didn't seem interested in that.

"Why would I do it to them?"
"Then why did you do it to me?"

Luna's face turned red as tea when she heard that question.

Despite her flushed face, she looked straight into my eyes and answered my question.

"Because I like you..."
"I've never seen someone look directly at someone with that expression."
"Is my face red right now?"
"Very. But how can you say such things with that face?"
"I guess I have a talent for it."

I somewhat agree with that.

A damn talent as far as I'm concerned.

"For flirting?"
"No... not that far... is it?"
"It is."
"When you put it that way, I sound like a terrible person."
"You're self-aware."

The fact that she knew but had no intention of stopping made her seem truly crazy.

Yet Luna was still acting embarrassed despite it all.

"But that was my first kiss with anyone..."
"So what?"
"Nothing... just saying..."

The Ferris wheel had reached the ground.

I stood up and said to Luna:

"Stop talking nonsense and get off."

***

In the academy's infirmary.

A girl covered in wounds was sighing deeply.

"Haah..."
"Doesn't it hurt?"
"That's why I'm like this..."

She stared blankly at the bandages wrapped around her body, stained with blood.

As she did, she thought about the cause of her injuries.

"As a magician... I dragged it out too long..."
"Exactly. Taking on Marco like that is so unlike you, Your Highness. Did something happen?"

Indeed, her usual self wouldn't have done that.

She might not have given up early, but she wouldn't have pushed herself to the point of injury like yesterday.

"I couldn't help it... I wanted to win and show off..."
"To whom? Ah~ to your boyfriend?"
"Well... yes."
"But what now? You didn't win..."
"That doesn't matter."

Honestly, not winning itself didn't matter.

It was an opponent she couldn't defeat anyway.

But when Albert becomes a third-year and takes the graduation exam, then it would matter.

Because that boy had enough potential.

"It doesn't matter now."
"Exactly...! But if Albert wins later... he'll probably show off, right?"
"What's wrong with that? Besides, if someone is actually good, it's not showing off, is it?"
"Anyway... this is a disaster..."

As her dejected voice filled the infirmary, the door opened.

Another girl entered, who was in the same situation but in completely opposite physical condition.

"I'm back! But the atmosphere here is like a funeral..."
"Did it go well?"
"Yes! Of course. It was such an easy exam."

The difficulty level of high school graduation exams and middle school graduation exams are worlds apart.

However, the students taking these exams are also worlds apart in their abilities, so the difficulty gap isn't that extreme.

Considering this, Ellin was clearly on a different level from other middle school students.

"You don't have a single scratch..."

She looked back and forth between her own condition and Ellin's.

Almost with envious eyes.

"Well... your exam was much harder. Didn't you pass without a scratch when you were in middle school too?"
"Well... that's true."
"See? The high school exam is much more difficult. But you still did that well. That's amazing."
"Thanks..."

Of course, despite her injuries, she had undoubtedly shown the most impressive performance in the exam.

Most students couldn't even reach the third stage or couldn't touch a single hair on Marco's head.

Ellin was watching a video of the amazing performance she had just mentioned.

"It was really close..."
"Close? He wasn't even using the Hero's symbolic weapon..."
"Beating Marco even without it would be impossible. The fact that you lasted this long is already incredible."

No matter how cheap a mass-produced sword Marco was using, a Hero is still a Hero.

She had fought an evenly matched duel against such a Hero.

"Oh? You almost won here, didn't you?"

The scene where she created an opening with magic, slipped through it, and tried to use [Absolute Zero].

At that moment, she truly almost won.

Of course, "almost" winning meant she didn't succeed.

"Almost winning is still losing. If you lose, none of that matters..."
"That's not true. It all counts toward your grade."
"In terms of grades, I suppose it matters."

Since the process is evaluated to determine rankings, both results and process are important.

And with their process being overwhelmingly good, she and Ellin would definitely take first place.

Riel, who had the same result but an empty process, wouldn't rank highly.

"But why did you stop halfway, sister?"
"What's the point... Graduating is enough. Honestly, I don't even need to graduate."
"I see..."
"What are you planning to do after graduation?"

A question somewhat difficult to answer immediately.

But Ellin responded without a moment's hesitation.

"I want to join a party, a good one."
"Really? That does suit you well. You won't pretend not to know us after you make it big, right?"
"Of course not! Even if I join a party, I'll still come visit occasionally."
"Ah... occasionally? Like once every five years?"

Startled by those words, Ellin strongly denied Riel's statement.

"N-no! I was planning to visit at least once every three months... And I was going to keep participating in the war too, as a mercenary..."
"Really? I thought you were cutting ties with us. That's a relief."
"I would never do that. You've all been so good to me."

After her hasty explanation, she spoke to the relieved Ellin.

"But to make that much time, you'd need to join somewhere really good, right?"
"With my skills, couldn't I join somewhere good enough?"
"Come to think of it, you're right..."
"I might not make it to the absolute top tier, but I can definitely join a decent place."

If someone else had said that, it would have sounded arrogant, but coming from Ellin, she had to acknowledge it.

"You're right, Ellin could definitely do that. Still, work hard. Then you might even aim for the top tier."
"Yes! Of course. Besides, I have to train every day because of that guy anyway..."
"By the way, when are they coming? I'm starting to miss them..."
"Soon, I think? In about three days?"
"That's not 'soon'..."

She murmured while looking at her phone filled with his pictures.

"I want to see him now..."
"He's probably being lovey-dovey with that princess right now, don't you think?"
"No way!"
"That's not something the Princess can decide."
"I suppose not..."

She didn't know about being lovey-dovey, but she spent her days thinking about him having a good time.
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It was supposed to be a trip for students who had trained hard for a year to rest, but from my perspective, it didn't feel like that at all.

Fortunately, unlike the first and second days, the other days passed quite like an actual trip.

The Academy hadn't prepared any strange activities like before, but I think it was more because I was traveling alone.

"Now this finally feels like a trip..."

The park and observatory were the final destinations of our school trip.

My classmates were thoroughly enjoying the trip's essence while exploring the park and observatory, where they could appreciate the beauty of nature and the greatness of the heroes who fought to protect this place.

However, I was enjoying the trip's charm in a slightly different way from those kids.

-THUD!! SLASH!!-
"WOAH!!!!"

Warriors aiming for each other's lives in the arena and spectators cheering as they watched them.

Normally, I would have been up in that arena, but today I was visiting the Colosseum as a tourist, enjoying the duel as a spectator.

'This is definitely more fun...'

The intense battle of wits hidden behind the brute force confrontation—watching it was quite satisfying.

Dueling was fun both to participate in and to watch.

It was certainly about a thousand times more entertaining than touring the park.

-THUD!!!-
'Wow...'

A warrior who shattered his opponent's weapon with a single punch and immediately ended the duel.

I couldn't help but admire that warrior, and the other spectators roared with cheers at his overwhelming power.

I wanted to shout like those people too, but...

'I would have shouted if it weren't for that person...'

I was too embarrassed to cheer because of that person who was still hiding, thinking I didn't know when I actually did.

I stared blankly at that tactless person during the break between duels.

And finally, that person revealed themselves.

"You... knew?"
"You're just wearing a robe and glasses... did you think I wouldn't recognize you?"

She didn't even use [Stealth] to hide herself, just a crude disguise using clothing, yet she thought she wouldn't get caught...

Reina approached me cautiously after her identity was exposed.

"Can I... sit here?"
"Go ahead..."

After I answered her puzzling question, Reina sat down right next to me with a subtle smile.

Then I asked her a rather pointless question.

"Why are you here like this? Everyone else is at the park..."
"It's free time, isn't it?"
"Well, yes, but... we're on a trip."
"You're here too, so how can you say that to me?"
"I'm... different..."

I'm not sure what's different, but she claims there is a difference.

I half-listened to Reina's words while focusing on watching the next duel that had just begun.

While doing so, I asked Reina, who was watching the match with wide, attentive eyes beside me.

"So why did you come here? From the way you're talking, it doesn't seem like you just came to watch this..."
"Just... I had something to ask you."
"Something to ask me?"
"Yeah..."
"What is it?"
"Well... it's a bit difficult to say..."

Even as Reina said this, she couldn't keep her mouth still, clearly wanting to speak.

Of course, I had no intention of asking again what it was.

I wasn't particularly interested in knowing anyway...

"Then don't tell me."
"Um... you see..."

Apparently she really wanted to talk about it, as she started speaking despite my telling her not to.

I wasn't particularly interested, but since I couldn't help but hear it, I listened to her story while responding appropriately.

"Let's say... you like someone."
"Okay."
"But that person already has a partner?"
"Okay... so?"
"What would you do in that situation?"

It seemed Reina had followed me for relationship advice.

But seeking relationship advice from someone like me who was experiencing romance for the first time... she really had no eye for choosing advisors.

Still, since Reina asked what I would have done, it was easy to answer.

"If it were me... I probably wouldn't give up? But instead..."
"Instead?"
"I wouldn't show it."
"Really...?"
"Yeah."

I could give a clearer answer because I had definitely experienced something similar.

"But why? Does the person you like have a girlfriend?"
"Yeah... they seem to be doing well together, not even caring about what others think..."

From that one statement, I could tell Reina and I were quite different.

She probably had no intention of following my advice from the beginning...

"I see? Good luck."
"Thanks..."

The consultation created a suffocating, awkward atmosphere.

In that atmosphere, I offered Reina one suggestion.

"Aren't you bored?"
"Huh...? Suddenly? A little bit, I guess..."
"Then let's go."
"What?"

I stood up abruptly and immediately headed toward the contestants' waiting room with Reina.

"Don't we need to register or something for this...?"
"No need."

***

Seeing her immediately resume training with Aelin even though her body hadn't fully recovered made me sigh.

There was no particular reason to train now that the graduation exam was over, but she wouldn't rest.

"Why don't you... take a break..."

Riel said this while sitting on a nearby bench, watching other people's duels in real-time on her phone.

That place was the Colosseum near Lester, and realizing this fact, one possibility came to mind.

"Maybe... he'll show up? Or is that too much to expect during a trip?"

Riel was secretly hoping as she watched the broadcast.

After 10 minutes passed, then 30 minutes, then an hour without seeing him, Riel was about to turn off her phone.

"I guess it was too much to expect after all..."

But at that moment, a boy with pitch-black eyes and hair appeared on the screen, along with his name.

The commentator introduced him as someone with no prior Colosseum experience, but contrary to the description, the boy climbed onto the arena with a relaxed smile.

"He really never disappoints! I wonder how far he'll go?"

In the Colosseum, losers exit while winners remain to continue competing.

Thinking about this rule, Riel became curious about how long Albert would last.

"Maybe about 10 matches?"
"What are you looking at?"
"Your Highness, look at this."

Riel showed her phone to the princess, who had just finished training and come down from the arena.

She was surprised to see the familiar face on the screen.

"Oh...? He's at the Colosseum..."
"How far do you think he'll go?"
"At least 16 matches?"
"If he makes it to 16, that means he's better than you, Your Highness?"

About two years ago, she had also appeared as a contestant in the Colosseum during a school trip, just like him.

At that time, she had defeated 14 opponents before falling to the 15th contestant.

Considering that, she was rating the current Albert higher than her past self.

"Isn't that obvious? He was much stronger than me even back then."
"I was just saying."
"He's doing that even on a trip..."

His first match began with Aelin's deep sigh.

And shockingly, the match ended before her sigh could even fade away.

"Huh? What just happened?"
"I'm not sure... something happened, I think..."

She explained for the benefit of the two who couldn't see properly because it happened too quickly.

"He just kicked him."
"Kicked him?"
"Yes, he just approached with [Haste]. Focus, or you won't be able to see properly."

***

In the Colosseum, not only raw power but also stamina management and conserving strength are important considerations.

You need to defeat your opponent using minimal energy and techniques.

Of course, in my case, it didn't matter since I had done this countless times before.

'Brings back memories...'

I remembered the days when I used to come to the Colosseum almost daily under her guidance.

"Those were good times too..."
"Don't get distracted, kid!!"

My opponent charged straight at me like an angry bull while shouting.

However, his speed was too slow compared to his shouting.

I simply dodged his sword by slightly turning my body and delivered a powerful kick to his exposed side.

-THUD!!-
"Ugh..!!"

Hit by my foot that had become like steel due to [Reinforcement], he lost consciousness and his head hit the ground.

Watching the scene, I thought:

'I'm going to make some money today.'

Afterward, as I expected, matches similar to the first one continued, and I was able to secure victories without much difficulty.

However, seeing the person who appeared for the tenth match, I realized I needed to be a bit more serious now.

"You're quite late?"
"Well... I was thinking about it... But why are you only using [Haste] or [Reinforcement]?"
"Because there was no one like you."

With Reina here, it would be a bit harder to continue as before.

I knew very well that I couldn't dodge Reina's [Lightning Flash] with just [Haste] alone.

Knowing this fact all too well, I immediately activated [Sword of the Distant Abyss].

The pitch-black sword appeared.

The spectators roared with excitement upon seeing that sword.

-WOAH!!!!-
'Why are they like that...'

Ignoring all the murmurs from the crowd, I pointed my sword at Reina.

And Reina, with a serious expression quite different from before, pointed her sword at me as well.
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While at it, I also activated [Final Reckoning of Mortals].

-Woong!!-

I felt there was no need to hide my skills anymore.

Because if I did, I might lose.

Reina, who was no longer particularly surprised by the pressure, asked me.

"No holding back... I see?"
"Of course. It would be the same if it were someone else, not you."
"What if it were the Princess?"
"Then she would be the one holding back, I guess?"

Of course, she was an exception, and if the skill gap had been as advantageous to me as it was with Reina, I would have gone easy on her, but reality wasn't like that.

"You'd better give it your all, at least I will."

The truth is, the days of going easy are now behind me.

And given the current situation, I really can't afford to hold back.

"I have no choice then..."

Reina left just those words before immediately using [Stealth] to hide herself.

It was always a troublesome skill to deal with.

'I won't need my sight.'

In this situation, vision gave me no information whatsoever.

So I closed my eyes.

Letting my body react on its own.

Then I slowly moved forward, cutting through the empty air where nothing existed.

-Swish! Swoosh!-

As expected, my sword cut nothing.

But I wasn't gaining nothing—at least I knew Reina wasn't there.

So for a while, I kept swinging my sword at empty air like before.

For 1 minute... 5 minutes... 10 minutes... continuously...

'Where is she...?'

It seemed like she planned to keep hiding and wear me out, since she could change positions anyway.

What a petty strategy.

But I couldn't blame Reina for it.

Considering the current skill gap, it was an inevitable choice from her perspective.

'Even so... this is a bit... I want to just slash through with the Abyss... Oh?'

The Abyss.

Thinking about it, a question came to mind.

'Would [Stealth] work on it too?'

[Stealth] is a skill that works not just on humans but on animals as well.

But the Abyss is neither human nor animal.

It's not even a living being to begin with.

It's a monster that only pursues magical power and life force.

'Then even if she used [Stealth], wouldn't it be able to find her?'

The thought crossed my mind.

To answer that question, I infused the Abyss into my sword.

A monster that had been starving for about three days.

And as soon as it revealed itself, the monster made a strange sound.

-Grrrk...!-

It was the first time it had made such a sound.

But I could understand what it was saying.

"You're hungry?"

It was trying to move in one direction.

I was barely holding back the monster that seemed like it would fly madly in that direction if I just let it go.

Then I slowly approached the direction it indicated.

Suddenly, the Abyss changed the direction it wanted to go.

'This works...'

From this change, I could determine two things.

First, the direction the Abyss was looking was where Reina was, and second, Reina had just changed her position.

I smiled as I looked in the direction the Abyss was facing—the direction where Reina was.

'This is seriously overpowered.'

Then I immediately charged in that direction with [Swift] activated.

Of course, that direction tried to flee from me.

But I was much faster and eventually caught up.

At that moment, Reina revealed herself. And she was ready.

Reina's sword, which had gained extreme speed and lethality thanks to [Lightning Strike], came at me.

-Crackle!!-

At that moment, with a small lightning flash, the two swords collided, and the impact sound filled the entire Colosseum.

-Clang!!!-

The power of that sword transmitted directly to my hand was so powerful it reminded me of the Emperor's sword.

But just like then, it was quite manageable.

Having received that power with just one hand, I deflected Reina's sword and bid her farewell.

"Goodbye."

Then I aimed the tip of my still-trembling sword at Reina's neck.

Yet the referee's whistle didn't sound.

It seemed like I shouldn't end it with just this.

'It was fine earlier though...'

So I drove Reina to the edge of the arena.

Reina looked at me with a face like an abandoned puppy, on the verge of falling.

But this is the world of competition.

And in the Colosseum, where in the old days the loser would have to forfeit even their life.

"It would be better to accept this."

After that warning, I kicked Reina hard in the abdomen.

The moment the referee confirmed Reina had fallen outside the arena due to the impact.

The whistle signaling the end of the match sounded.

***

"Wow... that must hurt..."
"That's really unfair..."

Riel and Aelin were grimacing as they watched Reina who had fallen outside the arena.

But she had been staring intently at his sword the whole time.

"What is it?"
"Did you see that black aura on Albert's sword just now?"
"Yes... what about it?"
"He used that to find her position."
"Is that even possible? It's [Stealth] we're talking about!"

Until now, there had been no way to locate someone using [Stealth].

But Albert had just found a method.

Of course, it was a method only he could use.

"That's why I'm saying it's unfair. Normally you'd have to guess and hit randomly, which is what he seemed about to do... but he used it like that."
"So, are you jealous?"
"Isn't that obvious!?"

Albert's [Sword of the Distant Abyss] was a skill coveted even by her, who wasn't a swordsman.

"If I had a skill like that, I might just abandon magic altogether..."
"That's not going to happen anyway."
"Well, that's true..."
"Oh? The next match is starting."

The eleventh match began almost simultaneously with the end of that match.

Already the eleventh, but Albert showed no signs of fatigue.

"His stamina... is insane."
"I have to agree with that..."
"Why is your face getting red?"
"Me..!? That's just your imagination..."
"This one ended rather anticlimactically."

After the match with Reina, most matches ended quickly, not even lasting 10 minutes, and the results were, of course, Albert's victories.

This pattern continued through the fifteenth match.

"I think he'll just keep winning."
"His breathing still seems stable..."
"Is he always like this?"

When Aelin, who didn't usually follow Colosseum matches, asked that question, Riel firmly denied it.

"No, he's not normally like this. He's the strange one."
"I wonder if we'll see him lose today? It's been about two hours... and he doesn't seem to have any intention of losing."

Aelin seemed to want to see Albert lose.

As if her wish had reached the heavens, Albert's sixteenth opponent was a powerful fighter no one had anticipated.

Riel shouted as she saw Marco appearing out of nowhere.

"What is he doing there!?"
"Oh... now he'll lose..."
"Looks like he went straight there after the exam."

Everyone was surprised by the appearance of the Hero, Marco—Albert standing in the arena, the spectators there, and the viewers watching the broadcast.

Among them, the most surprised person would be Albert himself.

"He must be really shocked, with the Hero suddenly popping up like that."
"I'm a bit curious who will win."

More surprised by her words than Marco's appearance, Riel said to her.

"Obviously Sir Hero will win, right? No matter how good Albert is, he's not there yet."
"He could do like last time."
"Last time?"
"Yes, not using his exclusive weapon and skills... I think that's what he'll do."

Indeed, Marco, just like during the graduation exam, was holding a mass-produced sword rather than his exclusive weapon.

Moreover, like Albert, he wasn't wearing any additional protective gear.

"Wouldn't Albert win in that case?"
"The Princess lost, didn't she?"
"Albert and I are different."
"But didn't you say before that you didn't want him to win because he'd act all smug? You're saying something different now."
"Still... it would be nice if he won..."

Riel looked at the two people having this conversation and said.

"Still, Albert should win for now, right? No matter if he doesn't use skills, there's still the basic difference in stats."
"I think Albert will win. What about you, Aelin?"
"I'd prefer if he lost, actually."
"Who?"

Given that she had been hoping for Albert to lose all along, it was a natural response.

But even that response changed with just one look from her.

"Um... either of them..."

Still unable to say she wanted Albert to win, Aelin answered "either of them" even under that gaze.

Riel, feeling sorry for Aelin, scolded her.

"Don't be like that to her."
"Fine... she's free to support whoever she wants."
"Even if Leo were there, you wouldn't support him, right?"
"I think I at least wouldn't support Marco..."
"I'm not so sure about that."
"Anyway! I hope Albert wins. I want him to get revenge for me."
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The Hero appeared out of nowhere.

I asked him:

"What about your graduation exam? Why are you here?"
"Obviously, I came because it's over."
"Then the Princess must have taken it too... How did it go?"
"Naturally, I won."
"That's too bad."

Of course, I knew she would lose.

After all, her opponent wasn't some nobody but Marco himself.

Still, I felt a sense of disappointment for her.

"But you're not saying anything about it? I thought you'd scold me since the Princess got badly injured because of that..."
"It's fine. It was just an exam after all."

Part of my nonchalance came from only hearing about her injuries verbally, without seeing photos or witnessing it firsthand.

But I didn't think seeing it would change anything.

Even if she was badly hurt, it was her choice to begin with.

"That's one thing, but now we need to focus on what's happening here."
"I'll proceed without using any skills, just like during the graduation exam."
"But you'll lose that way?"
"What impressive confidence. For your information, no third-year student at the Academy has passed the third trial yet."

That was only natural since she hadn't passed it.

Currently, there was no student stronger than her at the Academy.

'Wait... if I win here, doesn't that mean I'm stronger?'

As that thought crossed my mind, motivation I didn't have before suddenly began to surge.

The idea of returning to the Academy victorious and showing off to her made my enthusiasm burn brighter.

I reactivated [Mortal's End], which I had deactivated for a while, and said to Marco:

"Then I'll give it a try."
"Your confidence is truly perfect, exactly as the Princess described."

With those words, Marco pointed his sword at me.

As always, I charged at my opponent first.

I swung my sword at him, enhanced with the [Reinforcement] buff.

Of course, Marco received my attack with an expressionless face.

-Clang! Clang!-

After exchanging about a dozen blows, I realized something.

'He's fucking strong...'

Despite not using any skills, he was disgustingly fast and powerful.

His speed matched mine, but his strength overwhelmed me.

He was truly a monster.

'I just want to use Abyss...'

But unlike with Reina, the situation was different now, and using Abyss thoughtlessly seemed dangerous.

After all, they didn't know much about the existence of the Abyss.

With that regret, I continued my attacks.

Though none of my attacks reached Marco, I swung my sword as much as possible.

-Clang! Clang clang!!-

He wasn't going easy on me either. Marco was engaged in the match with a serious expression, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

The same was true for me.

"You seem quite tired. Perhaps you should consider giving up..."
"Aren't you the same?"
"By the way, aren't you going to use it?"
"Use what?"
"That thing you always use when fighting monsters. That black aura."

So he did know about the Abyss.

I responded to Marco, who seemed to be testing me:

"No, I won't use it."
"Why not?"
"Because I'm worried about you."
"How arrogant. You'll regret that choice!!"

With that thunderous voice, his longsword approached me at a frightening speed.

I caught the sword with both hands.

-Clang!!!-

The ear-piercing collision startled me momentarily, but I was more shocked by the impact of the sword.

Despite using such a cheap-looking sword, its power made Reina's [Lightning Flash] look insignificant in comparison.

"You're... stronger than I expected."
"You seem to have underestimated me. For your information, Albert is also much stronger than I anticipated. Strong enough that most third-years wouldn't even be a match."
"..."

My hands, which had been blocking his attacks, were trembling as if they might lose strength at any moment.

It was genuinely dangerous.

'I want to devour that sword with the Abyss...'

If I used it, it would be possible.

And if I succeeded, the tide of the match would turn in my favor.

But my pride wouldn't allow it.

"You have quite the strong will... Normally, it should have broken by now."
"..."
"But... it seems you've reached your limit."

If things continued like this, I would indeed hit my limit as Marco said.

And if that happened, I would lose without being able to do anything.

My pride wouldn't allow that either.

'Should I... take a gamble...'

The moment that thought crossed my mind, I remembered my battle with Fenex.

A strategy where I deliberately allowed the opponent's attack to create an opening, entrusting my fate to the [Death Brings Life] skill.

Back then, that was all I could do, and the same was true now.

So I slightly twisted the trajectory of my sword to aim at his body.

-Swoosh!!-

At that moment, Marco's sword extended toward me just like mine toward him.

The two swords reached their targets almost simultaneously.

-Thud!!-

At least, that was according to my calculations.

There was quite a gap between calculation and reality.

My sword stabbed Marco's body as calculated.

But his sword stopped just before piercing my body, as if by magic.

He had stopped it himself.

I expressed my gratitude to Marco, who had stopped his sword for my sake.

"I want to say it's unnecessary meddling... but thank you. I was worried I'd get scolded again."
"Now?! That's what you're concerned about?!"

Startled by my sudden action, Marco lectured me without even realizing his own wound.

"If you continue fighting like this, your body won't be able to handle it! Take care of yourself first! Do you understand?!"

To Marco, the wound on his body wasn't a wound, but the wound that almost formed on mine was.

I called out to him, who was showing such a contradictory attitude.

"But Hero."
"Yes?"
"In this world, there are things more important than one's physical condition."

I pulled my sword from Marco's body and pointed it at his neck.

Then I told him what was most important in this match and in real combat.

"The outcome of the duel—that's what matters most."

Looking at my sword that had reached his neck, he dropped his weapon and raised both hands.

A sign of surrender.

Then he muttered in a low voice:

"Really... you're as crazy as they say."
"Thank you for the compliment. Good work. And since I'm a fan, could I shake your hand?"
"A handshake...? So suddenly?"
"Yes, I've been thinking about it since I first saw you."

Though Marco seemed momentarily confused, he eventually extended his hand, and I immediately grasped it.

Then, after a long time, I used [Regressor's Privilege].

[Using Regressor's Privilege.]

[Target designated.]

[You will randomly acquire one of the target's skills.]

When that message appeared, I prayed.

'Please... something good... give me an overpowered skill...'

Since I didn't know what skills Marco had, I couldn't make any hasty predictions.

In that situation, I checked the message that appeared before me.

[Congratulations!]

[You have acquired the skill [Reinforcement].]

Seeing that message, I couldn't help but sigh.

I wondered why I got such a skill—it seemed like after getting [Black Sword] last time, I was now getting this.

'But what comes after [Reinforcement]...?'

[Reinforcement] was a skill anyone could acquire, like [Leap].

However, it differed in that it couldn't evolve.

'That's something to look forward to.'

I immediately checked the message that appeared again, just like before.

[You already possess this skill.]

[When acquiring the same skill multiple times, the skill evolves into a higher-tier skill.]

[The skill [Reinforcement] has evolved into [Transcendence].]

Looking at the name of the newly acquired skill, I blinked, wondering if I was seeing correctly.

[Transcendence].

As far as I knew, that skill belonged to the current Emperor, Reinhardt.

'And it's his unique skill...'

A skill that drastically enhances one stat, though only for 5 minutes, without any debuffs unlike [Limit Break].

Seeing it in my status window, I couldn't help but smile broadly.

'Is this... a dream or reality...'

I thought I had gotten the worst skill, but that wasn't the case at all.

To be honest, this seemed much better than getting a hero's exclusive skill.

With those, you'd have to leave the weapon to fate, but this was guaranteed benefit.

"Why are you smiling like that?"
"Hero."
"Yes?"
"In two years, at the graduation exam, please use all the skills you can in battle."
"Don't tell me... you're saying this because you won?"
"Of course not~"

With a bright smile I hadn't shown in a long time, I said to Marco:

"I'm saying this because I think I'll win even if you do that when the time comes."
"Where... does this confidence come from... Well, alright, I'll suggest it to the Academy."

With those words, Marco left the arena, and I also declared my withdrawal and exited.

After I withdrew, Reina and Marco, who had been watching, asked me:

"Why did you withdraw?"
"Yes... you seemed to have plenty of energy left."
"Because there was no reason to continue."

Honestly, I wanted to return to the Academy as quickly as possible, even if just a minute sooner.

So immediately afterward, I headed to the park where Gloria was waiting.
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"But... I'm curious about something."
"What is it?"
"Why are we running right now?"
"Because we need to get there quickly."

Reina let out a hollow laugh and asked me.

"Where are we going?"
"The Academy."
"Why?"
"I've got something to brag about, two things actually."

Basically, I needed to brag about beating Marco, whom even she couldn't defeat, and also about obtaining [Transcendence].

Honestly, I could have just called right now, but that wouldn't have had the same impact.

"This is really... unbelievable. You'll be so shocked you might fall over backward when you hear it!"
"What is it?"
"That! I can't tell you! It's a secret!"
"Your excitement... is incredible..."

This excitement wasn't forced—it was genuine enthusiasm bubbling up.

I spoke to Reina with a boastful tone, riding that wave of excitement.

"When are we leaving from here?"
"Soon?"
"Exactly when?"
"I don't know."
"That's too bad..."

But it didn't really matter.

She wouldn't know that I had defeated Marco and obtained [Transcendence] anyway.

Of course, with how developed the internet is these days, I needed to hurry.

I had to arrive before she found out.

However...

-Ding!-

A sudden text message arrived on my phone.

When I checked it, my excitement plummeted.

The message read:

-Can't believe you won that. By the way, watched it with your girlfriend.-

The person who sent me that message was Riel.

Apparently, she had already seen the battle.

In real-time, no less.

"Ah..."
"What's wrong? You suddenly seem down?"
"Damn it..."
"All of a sudden?"
"My luck... is terrible..."

Since I had participated in the match without any prior announcement, it shouldn't have been widely known to the public.

Yet somehow, they happened to be watching that broadcast at that exact moment.

It was an annoyingly unfortunate coincidence.

"Do you... have bipolar disorder?"
"It's not that... something happened that would make anyone feel this way."
"So what is it?"
"That... I can't tell you."

When I responded in that manner, Reina looked at me like I was some kind of lunatic.

Seeing that reaction—her eyes and expression—was actually quite amusing.

'Is this why Chris talks like that?'

Just as I was beginning to understand why Chris usually speaks so terribly, we arrived at the park.

And there, waiting for me, were our party members, including that friend who speaks so terribly.

"Why did you forfeit?"
"But you still won."
"You only won because your opponent went easy on you. Not using skills is one thing, but he deliberately stopped at the end."
"Even if he hadn't stopped, I would have won because of my skill."

In that situation where neither of us could move, I had the overwhelming advantage since I had a means to endure one more time.

In reality, the match was decided right after our swords crossed.

"Anyway... that was insane. How did you withstand that at the end? Honestly, I thought you'd just lose in a contest of strength."
"I did lose. I just threw a gamble and won."
"You're crazy."
"He said the same thing to me."

Marco had also called me crazy, just like Chris was doing now.

And Chris seemed to understand Marco's feelings.

"For good reason."
"It was the only option I had."
"You could have just given up. Anyone else would have surrendered in that situation."
"Really?"
"Of course. No matter what ace you had up your sleeve, who would do something like that?"
"But... when are we going back?"

When I asked that, Raycle, who was standing next to him, answered almost as if she had been waiting for the question.

"Six o'clock."
"About... 30 minutes left."

Fortunately, those 30 minutes passed quite quickly.

And finally, after our week-long trip, we boarded the train heading back to the Academy.

Once again, I entered the same compartment as Chris and Raycle, just like last time.

I threw my bag of luggage on the floor and collapsed into a chair.

Raycle, who was watching me, asked.

"Tired?"
"Yeah... I'm exhausted... even though I didn't overdo it this time..."
"You faced 16 people at once and you say you didn't overdo it... you have your own standards, I guess?"
"About 8 of them were barely worth mentioning as opponents..."
"So that's still 8 people."
"Those people were pretty tough..."

It seemed like those 8 were the reason for my current state.

Reina and Marco were exceptional, of course, and the other six were quite strong too.

"But in the end, I won."
"Right... winning is what matters."

As I continued lying in the chair, drowsiness washed over me.

It seemed the fatigue accumulated from the day's exertions was finally catching up to me.

I couldn't fight against that fatigue, and my eyes gradually closed.

"I'm going to sleep... don't wake me up..."

***

How much time had passed?

The sun hadn't risen yet, so it probably hadn't been that long.

"Yaaawn..."

When I yawned, the others who were still awake spoke up.

"You slept quite a while."
"Feeling better now?"
"What time... is it now?"

When I asked in a half-asleep state, Chris let out a faint laugh and answered my question.

"A little past 1 o'clock."
"Almost 7 hours... I slept a lot...?"
"Yeah, I thought you'd wake up after about 3 hours since your position looked uncomfortable, but you slept like a log."
"When do we arrive...?"
"Soon. It takes about 7 and a half hours."

It seemed I had woken up at a decent time.

I stayed in that uncomfortable position until we arrived at the Academy.

"Isn't that uncomfortable?"
"A little."
"Then just get up. We're arriving soon anyway."
"I can't do that."

As I insisted on maintaining my current position, the announcement that we had finally arrived in Lucerne was heard, and the train stopped. Only then did I get up from my seat.

Then I left the train with them and felt the cool night air all over my body.

"It's refreshing..."
"Why are you wearing short sleeves in winter?"
"I always wear a padded jacket over short sleeves."
"What are you talking about... it's freezing out here..."

I headed toward the Academy with my padded jacket in hand, wearing only a short-sleeved shirt.

And those who were going straight to the dormitory, rather than home, also headed to the Academy.

"Finally over."
"It was pretty fun."
"Fun... not really?"
"That's because we were having fun while you were off doing weird things by yourself."
"Training resumes tomorrow, just so everyone knows."

I declared this before entering the dormitory building, and everyone reacted as if they had expected it.

They definitely seemed accustomed to this lifestyle now.

"As expected... of you."
"I'm going to train really hard starting tomorrow."
"Why?"
"Because something happened that calls for it."

Having obtained [Transcendence], I needed to work even harder.

I wanted to reach at least A+ rank before graduation.

'Even that would be... incredibly overpowered...'

Right now, even with [Transcendence], it wasn't that overpowered due to my rank.

"'Something happened,' he says, as if you weren't already like this..."
"I mean something happened that will help me maintain this motivation. The princess will be graduating soon too... Oh? Come to think of it, she is graduating soon..."
"What kind of way of speaking is that...?"

As I suddenly realized this fact, an interesting thought crossed my mind.

'Should I just hide it...?'

She already knows I beat Marco, but she doesn't know yet that I obtained [Transcendence].

So it might be possible to surprise her by revealing it after I've raised my rank a bit, rather than now when it's still low.

Of course, the aura created by the [Transcendence] skill itself is tremendous, so it might be difficult to hide, but it seemed somehow possible.

After all, she'll be going to the Orion Kingdom soon.

"Oh... not bad."
"What?"
"Nothing."
"What the hell are you doing?"
"I'll tell you later, in about... 2 years?"
"Just say you don't want to tell me."

I said to Chris, whose face had twisted into something resembling a rotten potato.

"You'd be really surprised if you knew."
"If you're not going to tell me, then shut up."
"Alright..."
"Tomorrow, 10 AM, dueling ground."
"Who says?"
"I do. Just show up. Though you probably would have shown up anyway."

Something felt different from usual.

Normally, he would have waited until I asked him to come, but this time he was the one telling me to show up.

"Seems like... something happened to you too...?"
"What do you mean 'something happened'? It's just because of you. Anyway, I'm going to bed. Unlike you, I didn't sleep on the train, so I'm tired."
"Oh... okay."

It seemed that my victory against Marco was that "something" that had happened.

That event had given Chris motivation.

"Interesting."

After muttering that, I went to my room just like Chris had.

A room that no one had used for about a week.

I expected an empty, dark room with no one in it, but what I saw was completely different from my expectation.

"Huh...?"

The lights were on, and it wasn't empty at all.

As I entered, an unexpected person greeted me.

"It's only been a week... but it feels like it's been so long."
"Huh...? How did you get in...?"
"Is that really important right now?"
"I guess... not."
"What would you like to do? Take a bath first? Eat dinner? Or... me first...?"

She blushed and fidgeted as she said those words, seemingly embarrassed.

And seeing her like that, I couldn't hold back anymore.

"Is that even a question?"

I approached her, who seemed to have been ready for a while, taking off my clothes one by one.

And she surrendered herself to me.
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A time of ecstasy that was not short by any means, yet felt infinitely brief.

After that moment when, as she had said, we could get addicted to it, we lay comfortably in bed together and began talking about everything that had happened.

"I, I lost. You already know that, right? Since you met the person involved."
"Yes, but I won. You probably already know that too."

When I boasted like that, she reacted as if she had expected me to do so.

It seemed she had anticipated and worried about this all along.

"I thought this might happen... I tried my best to win..."
"But I won because I was lucky, really."
"You don't actually think that inside..."
"How did you know?"
"It's obvious... Well... But you really did win. Honestly, I thought you'd lose."

For some reason, those words felt quite awkward.

As if she didn't actually think that at all.

"I knew I would win."
"Sure... of course you did... More importantly...! Was it fun...?"

That question seemed like a threat demanding me to say it wasn't fun.

Regardless of her intention behind the question, that's how it felt to me.

"It wasn't fun."
"Um... you don't have to answer without thinking..."
"It really wasn't fun."

Hearing those words, the corners of her mouth curled up into a smile.

Her reaction proved that was exactly what she wanted to hear.

Maintaining that expression, she asked me:

"So what happened with Luna?"
"She didn't confess?"
"Huh?"
"Even though she said she'd make you fall for her..."

Hearing this, she made a genuinely puzzled expression.

Seeing her face like that made me laugh.

"What...!?"
"She was talking nonsense."
"Can I... believe that?"
"You'd believe it even if I told you not to..."
"Of course! You're my person!"
"That sounds really nice to hear..."

My person.

Hearing those words made me feel like I'd already succeeded in life.

'How many people could possibly hear words like this from her...?'

Excluding family, it would probably only be Riel.

Realizing this fact gave me an immense sense of superiority.

"That's a relief..."
"So you're leaving soon, right?"
"Yes... in two weeks at the latest..."
"Wait for me there. I'll follow you once I become a Special Forces soldier."
"Then... you won't come until then...?"

With an expression like a puppy waiting for its owner, seeing her face made it impossible for me to say I wouldn't go.

"Well... if I don't have time, I might not be able to go."
"Come visit sometimes... I'll be bored... okay...?"

I embraced her as she pleaded with me to visit occasionally, acting cute.

Then, caressing her infinitely slender and soft body, I said:

"Alright, I'll visit sometimes during breaks or when I have time."
"But... why aren't you dead? We just did it."
"That... I don't know either."
"Want to do it one more time...?"
"Uh..."
"I want to..."

It seemed impossible to keep my promise to Chris.

"Don't even think about sleeping tonight. It's all noona's fault."

***

In the dueling arena, peaceful as always, the usual guardians were gathered today as well.

However, it felt like quite a while since we'd been here, probably because of the school trip.

"When is that bastard coming?"
"Who?"
"Our new party leader."

She had handed over the party leadership to him, so now he was supposed to lead this party.

But he was late on his first day.

And quite severely late at that.

Chris was waiting for him, who had yet to show up at the dueling arena, and Luna cautiously suggested to him:

"Let's just start without him... he'll probably show up while we're at it..."
"Tch, fine... let's do that."
"How do we split the teams?"
"Obviously it's us versus the rest."

As I appeared saying that, Chris stared at me intensely, as if he'd already caught someone.

He seemed more than just a little upset.

So I immediately bent my body at a 90-degree angle.

"Sorry..."
"Why are you late?"
"Well, I didn't mean to be late, but there were unavoidable circumstances... it's a really long story."
"Summarize it in one line."
"I overslept."
"You fucking bastard."
"Come to think of it, that is the summary."

I couldn't exactly tell him I was late because I was doing that...

Even to me, it sounded like a garbage excuse.

After receiving that well-deserved curse, I looked at her, who could be considered the root cause of this incident.

She blushed and avoided my gaze, and my face heated up in response.

"A-Anyway... let's begin."

Everyone was looking at us with expressions that seemed to say "I don't need to see the video to know what happened."

Apparently, they all already knew without needing any explanation.

Afterward, they all headed to the dueling arena, sighing with varying degrees of intensity.

"Everyone... seems to know... or is it just my imagination?"
"Only an idiot wouldn't know. You came together and were both late."
"I guess so..."
"Let's go up too. If we stay here like this, they'll probably say something again."

The last days I could spend with her every day.

I planned to enjoy those two weeks as much as possible.

Because we would have to be apart for a while after that.

And she seemed to be thinking the same thing.

During those two weeks, we were almost always together.

When waking up, eating meals, training, sleeping...

Except for class time, we were always together.

As we spent each day like that, I thought:

'This feels like a vacation.'

A two-week gift for me, who couldn't enjoy the school trip.

However, unlike the school trip, those two weeks passed by at bullet-like speed.

Even though it wasn't such a short period.

Happy moments truly seemed unable to last long.

But it didn't matter much; this was enough.

I came to see her off with a rather calm expression, contrary to my expectations.

There were many students here, not just her.

"There seem to be quite a few people like noona."
"I think they're a bit different from me...? Those people are going for overseas training."
"It's roughly similar, so let's just say it is."
"You seem surprisingly unbothered. I was hoping you'd cry and make a fuss about me leaving."

No matter how sad I felt, I wouldn't do something like that.

Not with so many people around.

At this point, the embarrassment would overcome the sadness.

"Besides, I've never seen couples who part with such drama end up well."
"That could be us though."
"I don't want to take unnecessary risks, and I'd probably want to die of embarrassment if I did something like that."

A red train appeared behind her at some point—the train heading to the Orion Kingdom.

After confirming the train, I said to her:

"Take care."
"It feels a bit disappointing to leave like this... Can't you give me a goodbye kiss at least?"
"Do you think that's possible? I'm already dying of anxiety..."

Perhaps because news had spread about her heading to the Orion Kingdom as a support soldier, there were quite a few journalists looking for her.

To do something like that in this situation...

It was truly nonsensical.

But it didn't seem like such a terrible idea either.

"You say that, but you're slowly moving closer?"
"Be quiet, we might get caught."

After saying that, we quietly pressed our lips together in that tense atmosphere.

Her infinitely soft lips and her embarrassment at boldly kissing in such a situation.

Thinking that I wouldn't see such a sight for a while made me a bit sad.

I asked her, who looked satisfied:

"Better now?"
"Yes, I feel a bit better now, more at ease."
"That's good, and it seems the journalists didn't notice either."

Despite what we did, there was no particular reaction from those around us.

The people nearby seemed to just think of us as a peculiar couple.

"It's because I disguised myself well."
"Those glasses... don't really suit you. Don't wear them normally."
"Of course I won't."
"Anyway, take care over there, and don't be too sad without me."
"Ugh..."
"And don't neglect your training just because I'm not around."

She spoke as if she'd heard those words hundreds of times.

"Suddenly... nagging..."
"You need to work hard since you're weaker than me."
"Want to have a match right now?"
"Unfortunately, that's impossible. Hurry up or you'll miss the train."
"You work hard too, Albert. Just try not to become a Special Forces soldier after graduation?"
"What will you do if I don't make it?"
"That... I'll think about it when the time comes..."

We won't be able to joke around like this anymore.

Thinking about that fact made me want to stay with her a little longer.

"Um... call me later when you have time. I'll answer anytime."
"Oh..."
"Why are you impressed..."
"I just felt a little flutter in my heart."

With those words, she turned toward the train.

Then she bid me farewell.

"Alright. I'll contact you when I have time. Goodbye."

After saying that, she waved her hand lightly and entered the train.

Afterward, left alone at the station, I repeated the last words she had left me with.

"Goodbye, huh..."

Thinking about hearing those words again when we next meet made me look forward to our reunion.

Because goodbye is not forever.
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After seeing her off, I headed to the academy alone, carrying a bittersweet feeling in my heart.

The academy was still filled with many people.

But even being in the same space with them, even talking with them, that feeling of emptiness wouldn't disappear.

"This... seems like it's going to be surprisingly difficult."

I felt embarrassed about my arrogant thought from not long ago that 'I could handle that much.'

Especially since I was already in this state before the first day had even passed.

Certainly, you never truly understand anything until you experience it firsthand.

"I hope this passes quickly..."

But looking at my current pathetic state, that wish seemed unlikely to come true.

Even now, one minute felt like an hour, and one hour felt like a week.

Still, I spent each day with a sense of resignation.

The first day or two were fine.

After all, it was only a day or two.

But after a week, a month, and then a semester had passed, I started to miss her like crazy.

"Ah... when will she have time?"

I deeply regretted not going to see her during the break, having stubbornly decided to try enduring without seeing her.

I lamented my situation in front of Aelin, who had grown quite pretty compared to last year.

"Really... I think I'm going crazy..."
"You're already crazy, so what's new?"
"I'm not joking, I seriously think I'm developing a mental illness..."
"What... like withdrawal symptoms or something?"
"Probably...?"

Though not as severe as when she had died before, it was true that the feeling was similar, so "withdrawal symptoms" was an apt description.

I am an addict.

An addict hooked on her love.

And it seemed to be quite a severe case.

"Should I go to a hospital or something...?"
"What are you talking about... Stop exaggerating. Why would you need a hospital just because you miss someone?"
"I'm telling you, it's not just 'missing someone'!"

When I said that, Aelin responded with an incredulous look.

"Weren't you the one saying things like 'It won't be a big deal anyway' back then? And now you're saying this?"
"That... it wasn't something I could adapt to..."
"You endured for hundreds of years before, and now you can't handle a few years?"
"I'm telling you, I wasn't enduring back then!"

Back then, I wasn't enduring—I was searching.

For a way to see her again...

But now was different, and I just had to wait endlessly.

As I spent each day like this, I even had absurd thoughts.

"What do you think about me just dropping out?"
"Don't talk nonsense. Didn't you say you wanted to join the Special Forces?"
"I know the people who recruit for that... if I just parachute in..."

I could probably make it happen.

But I'd be criticized from all sides.

By the public and by hunters who worked hard to join the Special Forces.

Of course, I didn't care about that, but Aelin thought differently.

"Sigh... You'd be better off saying you're giving up on the Special Forces altogether. That would make more sense."
"Should I give up? Honestly, I just want to be by her side..."
"You've already committed to this, so just endure a bit. Why are you making such a big deal?"
"I'm telling you, I've lost my world!"

Though I was exaggerating a bit, that was the level of my feelings if I had to make a comparison.

Aelin responded coldly to my metaphor.

"What are you saying... So you'll get your world back in about two years?"
"Something like that."
"Sigh... You were doing fine and suddenly you're having a tantrum."
"How dare you call it a tantrum? You brat."
"Shut up and focus on preparing for your exams. Though you're probably already set to graduate as valedictorian."

Given the academy's focus on practical skills for grading, it was inevitable that I would be the top student.

And since I was also well-versed in theory, being valedictorian was practically guaranteed.

However, there were still some variables.

"Still, with Luna unni around, you need to make sure she doesn't catch up."

As Aelin said, Luna was the only variable.

She was right behind me in practical skills, and even better than me in theory.

She even had expert-level knowledge of the Kainis Empire's history, despite it not being her own country.

"Of course I'll do that... Graduating as valedictorian from the Imperial Academy opens all doors."
"If you know that, why are you talking about dropping out? Are you having a tantrum?"
"I was just saying it because it's hard. Just venting."
"Why to me..."
"I can't say it to the others, can I? I'm already keeping my distance from them."

In a situation where I was already maintaining maximum distance, bringing up such topics would undo all my efforts.

But Aelin seemed to be thinking about the other students.

"You don't have to tell the girls, just tell those two guys. Or..."
"Or what? Your boyfriend? No thanks. And Chris and Raicle are so busy these days they don't have time to hang out like this."

Startled by my words, Aelin blushed and strongly denied it.

"He's not my boyfriend!!"
"Still not? You two looked cozy last time, going on a date and all."
"H-how do you know about that!?"

Her expression of genuine surprise made me laugh.

Apparently, Aelin hadn't even considered that I might know about it.

I avoided her gaze as I spoke.

"Who knows? I can't tell you that."
"Who told you!? I swear if I find out...!"
"What would you do if you knew? Just shut up and go back to studying. Stop being noisy in the library."

After my scolding, Aelin became sullen and muttered in a low voice.

"You're the one who started chatting first..."
"Well, I'm leaving. Good luck."
"Where are you going?"
"Where do you think?"

With that final question, I left the library and headed to clear a dungeon, as I did every day without fail.

And as always, the teacher guarding the place welcomed me.

"You seem to be coming alone a lot lately. Did something happen?"
"Something did happen."

The teacher seemed to find it strange that I was visiting alone, unlike before.

I answered with a tone suggesting it wasn't a big deal.

"But it's nothing special. I just have something I want to keep hidden."
"Hidden? Ah... you mean that skill?"

The teacher must have seen me clearing dungeons occasionally, as they already knew about it.

"Yes, you know. Please don't tell anyone else about it."
"Of course, I was planning not to anyway."
"Thank you, and please give me an A-low grade dungeon."
"A-low... You're the first student to challenge that alone."
"The lowest grade was easy."

Of course, from A-grade upward, the difficulty increases exponentially with each level.

But even considering that, I thought I could handle up to the low grade.

Typically, B-highest grade and above were beyond students' capabilities, but my skills were never at a student level to begin with.

"You're really... becoming insanely strong... reminds me of someone..."
"Who?"
"The current Emperor. He was my classmate. You're very similar to His Majesty back then."
"That's a bit insulting to my pride."
"Huh? What do you mean...?"

Ignoring his reaction, I changed the subject.

"Can I go now?"
"Yes..."
"Then watch carefully from here. I'll show you a student clearing an A-low dungeon."

After making that confident declaration, I walked toward the dungeon as if to prove myself.

'A-low grade...'

Since it was a difficulty level I had never challenged before, I felt a bit scared.

Standing in front of the dungeon, I thought:

'If noona were here with me, I wouldn't be this nervous...'

Still, not receiving any help would be better for my growth.

I rationalized this as I entered.

"This is definitely different."

There was no difference in appearance.

But the amount of magical energy filling the place was incomparable to A-lowest grade dungeons.

Of course, having experienced this level quite a bit before, I wasn't particularly surprised.

I summoned my sword and walked toward where I sensed the magical energy.

-Grooowl!-

Monsters appeared, but these monsters had human forms.

As expected, humanoid monsters had appeared.

From A-low grade, humanoid monsters start appearing frequently.

Such monsters use weapons like real humans and can use skills.

Because of this, they are incomparably trickier than ordinary monsters.

Of course, there aren't as many of them in return.

"They really do look like humans no matter how many times I see them..."

I activated my skills against the monster rushing madly toward me.

Then I charged at them just as they did to me, swinging my sword at the first monster that reached me.

-Clang!!-

It blocked my sword strike, and our blades collided.

Since I had summoned a greatsword, I naturally had the advantage in strength, and I used that difference to press down on the monsters.

In this way, though it took some time, I meticulously took them down one by one.

Since the Abyss didn't work on them, I had no choice.

'They just dodge...'

Moreover, there were even monsters that could overpower me despite my greatsword.

The higher difficulty meant I couldn't let my guard down for a moment.

"Haa... haa..."

As a result of that concentration.

I made it to the boss battle without major injuries, but my stamina was almost depleted.

My mana was also running dangerously low.

"This... looks a bit dangerous..."

The moment I realized this, as if on cue, the final monster of this dungeon revealed itself.

A physique that could hardly be called human, magical energy reminiscent of a mage.

And a man with an imposing presence no less than that of a renowned warrior.

"Looks scary..."

The giant approaching me step by step.

I looked at the giant.

Then I used [Transcendence], which had become quite useful recently.
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[Skill, [Transcendence] has been used.]

[The user becomes a transcendent being beyond human limitations for a fleeting moment.]

[One stat (Strength) increases by 2x for 5 minutes.]

One stat.

I chose strength among them.

Nothing beats overwhelming power when facing a giant like that.

"By the way... this is amazing."

As an unimaginably enormous power flowed into my body, I felt a confidence that made me believe I could say anything.

And the giant before me must have noticed this aura, because after initially being unfazed by the pressure, it suddenly began to show caution.

Of course, that only lasted for a moment.

-UOOOH!!-

It wasn't intelligent enough to speak human language.

This brute, who seemed to possess nothing but raw strength, must have sensed danger from my aura as it suddenly charged toward me.

-BOOM!! BOOM!! BOOM!!-

So heavy was it that the ground sank with each step, creating sounds reminiscent of earthquakes.

It truly seemed to possess mindless, overwhelming strength.

However, the same could now be said of me.

I pointed my greatsword at it as it swung a club as large as its own torso.

-CRASH!!!-

A collision of two forces.

The shockwave from that collision made the surrounding air vibrate and trees bow their heads.

A scene as if time had stopped.

Within that scene, I looked at my opponent's face.

"As expected... you're scared."

Yet, with some inexplicable stubbornness, it continued to withstand my sword.

Just like me about half a year ago.

That appearance and this current situation reminded me of that battle.

However, there was a difference from back then.

This creature wasn't as smart as I was then.

And...

"I'm not as gentle as Marco."

Until just now, the Abyss hadn't worked.

Those monsters, despite their status, had already recognized the power of the Abyss and tried to avoid it somehow.

But this one didn't seem to have such intelligence.

No, it definitely didn't.

As usual, I infused another monster into the sword that was in the midst of collision.

-Grooowl...!-

An excited howl.

It seemed thrilled at the appearance of prey on a completely different level than before.

Like pure evil resembling a child who had found a toy, I gave that child a signal.

"Eat."

At that moment, the child instantly flew and pounced on the giant.

Then it savored its meal very slowly.

-Uuuurgh..!-

The giant finally seemed to realize something was wrong, but it was too late.

A scene like a snake's hunt.

But it was incomparably more cruel than that.

"Ugh...."

I watched that spectacle.

For a very long time.

***

"Commander, what are you doing?"
"I told you not to call me that."

She had been promoted to Major General in recognition of her achievements so far, and her contributions in the battle about a month ago, and if that wasn't enough, she was also appointed as the commander of the reinforcement corps.

Of course, she still felt the position was too much for her and found the title of commander unfamiliar.

Even now, after sitting in that position for a month.

"It's pretty good, isn't it? Sounds cool too."
"Be quiet."
"Then should I call you Crown Princess?"
"I don't like that either."

Although she was appointed as commander and crowned as the Crown Princess at the same time, she didn't particularly like that title either.

"Just call me comfortably..."
"But then you complain that other people will follow suit."
"Then just... call me Commander..."
"Yes, ma'am!"

Concerned about Riel's exaggerated reaction, she asked in a low voice.

"But then won't people talk behind my back, saying I'm showing off despite being a parachute appointment?"
"That can't be helped, and besides, people who would say such things have probably been saying them already."
"I guess... you're right."

Her worrying about such things.

Riel found her behavior puzzling.

"But... it's a bit unexpected."
"What is?"
"I thought you wouldn't worry about such things, Commander."
"I worry about those things too. I just didn't talk much originally."
"But what made you bring it up this time?"

When Riel asked that, she stared blankly at her phone and said.

"He's not answering his phone..."
"He's probably clearing a dungeon at this time."
"But he answered at this time yesterday..."
"If you wait, he'll contact you. Just wait."
"Okay..."
"By the way, I'm grateful."
"To whom? Albert?"

When she asked that, Riel nodded.

"Why?"
"Thanks to him, our commander now talks to me like this."
"Don't say things like that... it's cringeworthy."
"Yes, ma'am!"
"More importantly... are there any problems?"
"If you're referring to the enemy, there are no problems. Their movements have been sparse recently."

After that battle a month ago, the Demon King's army had once again become less active.

Still, they couldn't let their guard down as they might attack again at any time.

"Work hard, even if it's tough."
"Of course, but more importantly..."

Suddenly changing the subject with a mischievous smile, Riel.

She asked such a Riel.

"What now?"
"It seems your popularity has increased even more lately... how does that feel?"
"Don't ask me about that, it's annoying."
"I heard you're rejecting everyone. As expected! Unwavering loyalty!"

Recalling past events upon hearing those words, she sighed deeply and looked at the ring on her finger.

Then, caressing that ring, she asked.

"I always wear this! Everyone probably knows I have a boyfriend! Why do they all act like this? Do they think I'll accept them?"
"Polygamy is legal, so they all think there's a possibility."

And the people confessing to her were quite decent.

If they weren't compared to Albert, that is.

"It's ridiculous..."
"I heard people with abilities and high status like you can have up to 10 spouses. You're the unusual one, Commander."
"Albert also has abilities and high status, doesn't he?"
"That's true. Oh! Could it be the reason he's not answering his phone is...?"

She scolded Riel for making such unpleasant remarks.

"Don't say things like that... I'm already anxious because I can't see him..."
"What would you do if he really cheated?"
"If that happens... I really won't sit still."

With those words, her eyes flashed momentarily.

Seeing those eyes made Riel feel scared for no reason.

"Oh... that's a bit scary. It feels like you'd imprison him so he can't cheat again and purge all the women who flirted with him."
"Did you learn mind reading without me knowing? That's exactly what I was thinking..."
"What...?"

Riel seemed genuinely surprised by the unexpected answer.

"Are you serious?"
"I really was thinking that."

A tone and expression too serious to be a joke.

That appearance proved that her earlier words were sincere.

"...."
"What's wrong?"
"N-Nothing..."

Riel, now truly frightened, deliberately avoided her gaze and picked up his phone.

Then he left a message for Albert, who would still be in the dungeon.

-You, NEVER! NEVER cheat. Not if you want to avoid spending the rest of your life imprisoned with your limbs tied.-

Just as Riel sent that message, her voice, quite different from before and now excited, was heard.

"Oh! A call! Hello!?"

***

"You seem really excited."
-D-Do I?-
"Yeah, something good must have happened."
-Not particularly... I'm just happy Albert called...-

She had called first, but I was too busy to answer.

In such a situation, it was only natural for me to call back.

Yet she was happy about such a natural thing.

"That's only natural. By the way, is work manageable?"
-It's okay I guess... except for dealing with people...-

Hearing that dejected voice, it was clear something had happened.

"Did something happen?"
-Well... there was just some conflict of opinions...-
"That must have been tough."
-But it was resolved amicably. Is Albert having any difficulties?-
"I'm always having a hard time."
-Why...?-

A voice as if expecting certain words.

Hearing that voice made me not want to say what I had originally intended.

"There's something, it's quite trivial... it's nothing."
-Oh...-
"Just kidding... of course I'm having a hard time not seeing you."
-Hehe... Ah! Did I just laugh stupidly? Riel! Stop laughing!-
"Talking with you is really the most fun."

It felt like an empty space in my heart was being filled.

I felt an indescribable satisfaction from that feeling.

"I want to see you soon..."
-You can't come during this vacation either, right?-
"Yeah... I should have gone during the last vacation..."

If I could have gone during the last vacation but didn't, then I couldn't go this time.

Partly because the only train heading there had stopped operating due to the second Eden battle, and partly because there was no one to protect Luna at the academy during the vacation.

Last time, Amelia was there, but this time, Amelia had also gone to the front line like Marco, so it couldn't be helped.

-It can't be helped...-
"I really want to just quit school and go there!"
-That doesn't sound bad at all?-
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Right after that, Riel's voice came through.

Her voice carried a deep sigh.

-Please...-
"Just kidding, just kidding."
-Are you doing well at the academy?-
"Of course, who do you think I am?"
-Still as obnoxious as ever.-
"Naturally."
-Ah, and check your messages after the call.-

After that, her question came.

I had the same curiosity as her question.

-What message?-
-There's something like that.-
"Ah... okay."

The fact that she wouldn't tell me right away suggested it was something that shouldn't be revealed to her.

She either knew he wouldn't tell her anyway or simply wasn't interested, as she changed the subject.

-How's your training going these days?-
"Don't worry about that, it's going so well you'd be surprised if you knew."
-I'll look forward to it.-
"Just trust me."
-Alright!-
-Let's wrap this up soon, it's time to sleep.-
-Okay...-

The atmosphere suggested it was time to end the call.

After hearing Riel's words, I asked her, who seemed reluctant to hang up.

"Do you have to hang up?"
-I think so... I'll call you tomorrow if I have time.-
"Okay, sleep well."
-Yes...! You sleep well too, Albert.-

With that farewell, the call disconnected.

Looking at the phone that had lost its light, a bitter feeling washed over me.

Even though I had just heard her voice moments ago.

That emotion made me curse, something I don't usually do.

"Ah... shit... I fucking miss her."
"Why are you suddenly cursing?"
"?"

I looked at Raicle, who had appeared mysteriously.

He was looking at me with an expression that seemed to say, "Didn't you know?"

"I didn't know you were there..."
"It's been a while since I've seen you curse."
"It's tough these days, bro."
"My birthday comes before yours, you know?"
"So what? Anyway! It's tough."

When I whined like that, Raicle asked about the reason.

Even though he already knew.

"Why?"
"I'm lonely."
"You talk on the phone often, don't you?"
"Talking in person and on the phone are different."
"Then just go see her."
"Want to get hit?"

When I raised my fist, Raicle gave a faint smile.

My current state must have been quite amusing to him.

But Raicle suddenly stopped smiling.

Then, with a face full of mischief, he said:

"If you're that lonely, you could always cheat."
"Do you really want to die?"
"It's a joke, a joke."
"By the way, how are things going with you? Didn't you say you'd win her over this semester?"
"Come to think of it, she seems to have almost given up on you."

By "she," he seemed to mean Luna.

If even Raicle was saying that, it seemed like she really wasn't planning to bother me anymore.

She was a bit annoying at the beginning of this semester.

"It's about time she gave up, she's been at it almost the whole semester."
"But you're really something, and so is she. If it were me, I would have just given in and dated her."
"You don't have a girlfriend, you single bastard."

When I scolded him like that, Raicle looked dejected.

"Do I really need a girlfriend...?"
"Have you given up?"
"Not given up, just... too busy these days..."
"Come to think of it, you guys have been working hard lately? The three of you with Chris and Leo."

Those three had been sticking together like glue lately.

Chris was one thing, but Leo becoming close with them was a bit unexpected.

"But why did you suddenly become friends? I don't think that was the vibe before?"
"I'm not friends with them. We just hang out together, and with you too."
"A guy acting tsundere to another guy is pointless."
"Shut up."

I asked this guy who had been acting tsundere since earlier, despite being a man.

"Why are you alone today?"
"Everyone went out with their girlfriends."
"Chris would be with Eve... and Leo? Ah... the library?"
"Thinking about how I'm the only single one still pisses me off."

He must have felt quite miserable all this time.

This guy, who usually barely said a word, was now chattering away.

I said to Raicle, who seemed to feel sorry for himself:

"Well, it's fine not to have one. If you don't have one from the start, you don't have to suffer like me."
"Are you seriously saying that right now?"
"For your information, I'm being completely sincere."
".... Unbelievable... Don't talk like you're well-fed."

His comment about being "well-fed" showed he clearly didn't understand how difficult things were for me right now.

Of course, Raicle wouldn't know.

He wouldn't have experienced a situation like this.

'No... maybe he has?'

Thinking about last year's events, it seemed like he might have.

Well-fed talk...

Perhaps it was because, unlike him, the other person was still alive, so that's why he said that.

"Ah... right... I definitely can't compare with you."
"Yeah, don't complain about such trivial matters."
"Ah.. okay.."
"But why have you been alone so much lately? Couldn't you at least hang out with them, if not others?"

That question made me tilt my head in confusion.

"Is that okay?"
"Why wouldn't it be? And don't abandon your party members when you're the party leader. They seem like they're about to give up on you too."
"I see..."

I had been feeling quite lonely recently.

Not just missing her, but also growing distant from the other kids.

But it seemed like I could forget that loneliness for a while now.

"But... isn't it weird if I suddenly gather everyone?"
"What's weird about it?"
"Couldn't you do it for me?"
"I'm just a mere party member, so I'm not sure if they'll listen to me."
"I can do it if I have to."

To be honest, training together would probably be disadvantageous.

Maybe not for the others, but at least for me.

Still, doing it together seemed better right now.

If I continued like this, I'd eventually collapse from exhaustion.

So it was time to take occasional breaks.

"Fine, do it. I'm getting tired of just hanging out with them."
"But how do I gather everyone?"
"Geez... you're hopeless... Go tell them directly that we'll have group training starting tomorrow, or send a message."
"I guess I should... but should we start next week?"
"Probably?"

***

The consultation with Raicle.

A week had already passed since that day, and as discussed, I informed the kids that we would start group training from this week.

'Everyone... seems really happy about it..'

I had some concerns, but they turned out to be unnecessary.

Even that guy was happy about it this time.

"What's the occasion? I thought you were just going to abandon us."
"I left you alone because you weren't doing things properly."
"Can't you just be honest and say something like 'I wanted to be with you all' or at least 'I was lonely'?"
"Exactly."
"That's right, it's obvious that's why you called us."

The party members chimed in one by one after Elin's comment.

I reluctantly gave in to their demands.

"Fine, I was lonely training alone. Happy now?"
"Wouldn't it have been better to say that from the start?"
"Watch yourself today."
"Are we starting right away today?"
"Isn't that obvious?"

I immediately summoned my sword.

Then I pointed it at the party members who had gathered after such a long time.

"Let's see how much stronger you've all become, you all seem different now."

Clearly, last winter had the same harmonious atmosphere as now.

She wasn't there then either.

But from the beginning of this semester until last week, it wasn't like that.

'What's different between then and now?'

I'm not sure what's different, but something must be.

Either they've changed, or the situation has changed, or I've changed.

But I didn't try to figure out what had changed.

I wasn't particularly curious, nor did I need to know.

"Let's just enjoy the good things."
"Huh? What?"
"And by the way, if you guys cling to me like before, I'll abandon you again, just so you know."

My sudden declaration.

Luna and Rachel, who heard that declaration, asked me with dejected expressions.

""Why?""

I answered that question using what I had heard from Riel.

"I don't want to live my whole life with my limbs tied up, and I'm sure you don't want to die either."
"Eh...? What does that...?"
"There's something like that, something. Anyway! Setting that aside, everyone come up."
"What confidence..."

I looked at those who slowly climbed onto the arena while saying such things and said:

"You're not the only ones who've gotten stronger."

***

About 30 minutes after that conversation.

As expected, the only people who could still stand here until the end were just Luna, Reina, and Raicle.

While exhaling rough breaths, I said to them who were still holding up well:

"You're holding up pretty well?"
"Really... still the same...."
"You're still weak."

I used [Swift] to charge at Raicle, who seemed to have hit rock bottom in terms of stamina.

Then I planted my fist into his abdomen as he barely reacted, trying to do something.

-Thud!!-

"Ugh..!"

That punch was the final decisive blow, and Raicle collapsed helplessly to the ground.

Seeing that, I asked the trembling girls:

"What are you going to do?"
"I surrender.."
"Me too..."

They immediately declared surrender, as if they were scared.

But there was no sincerity in those words.

"Why don't you put down your weapons when you say that?"
"Tch.. you're not falling for it, this time I really surrender..."
"Damn it.."

I watched the girls taking care of those who had already fallen, expressing their regret for their defeat, and thought:

'This is... more fun after all.'

With that thought, I announced the end of today's training.

"That's it for today, and we'll do it again tomorrow. Got it?"
"Tomorrow I'll really win.."
"The difference was too big for that kind of talk...?"

Seeing such scenes naturally sparked passion that wasn't there before.

It seemed like this lifestyle would continue for quite a while, at least until graduation.
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As if proving that humans are indeed social animals who need to live with others, spending my daily life with them certainly made that loneliness fade a bit.

Of course, even while doing so, I didn't forget to keep in touch with her.

When she heard that I was once again fulfilling my role as a party leader, she showed an ambiguous reaction—seeming both pleased and not pleased at the same time.

What exactly does she want me to do...

"What are you thinking about so intensely?"
"It's nothing. Could you mind your own business?"
"Seriously... I can't believe you..."

Elin seemed desperate to bite my head off today as well.

I asked that consistently antagonistic guy:

"But... why did you suddenly call me?"
"I have something to discuss."
"Yeah, and what is that something?"
"Hey."
"Huh?"

As Elin called out to me like that, for some reason he wore an expression that looked wronged.

I asked Elin about his sudden change in expression.

"What's... wrong?"
"She definitely likes me too, you know?"
"Oh... and?"

It seemed the reason he called me was for relationship advice.

Come to think of it, quite ironically, these two had been just flirting for almost a year.

Elin, who now seemed to have finally decided to properly date, asked me:

"But why won't she confess?"
"She probably doesn't have the courage. Maybe she's waiting for you to do it. Or maybe she just doesn't like y—"
"No! I'm telling you she definitely likes me!?"
"Ah... yes... so what do you want me to do about it?"

When I answered half-heartedly, a frustrated Elin stared at me intently.

With an expression that belonged in a horror movie, Elin asked me:

"What should I do?"
"Just confess."
"Huh...?"

For some reason, Elin seemed startled after hearing those words.

I continued the conversation, deliberately ignoring his reaction.

"Just punish her with a confession, you know? Like 'How dare you not confess?' That kind of mindset."
"You call that advice?"
"Well, I think it's the best advice I can give you."

Elin seemed to have a cheap mindset that didn't suit him—like "a woman shouldn't give her heart first."

Or maybe not.

"So I should just do it...?"
"Yeah, lots of girls confess these days too."
"What about you and your girlfriend?"
"I was the one who confessed in that case. Originally, the person who likes the other more should be the one to confess."

Of course, that was just my opinion, so it might not apply to them.

Still, it seemed like decent advice, as Elin repeated those words.

"The person who likes the other more should confess..."
"Yeah... just do it yourself if you're that frustrated."
"But..."

Elin was hesitating before saying something.

Since I already knew what he was going to say, I blurted out the words that were circling in my head.

"You're wondering how to do it?"
"Oh... how did you know?"
"Never mind that... Well? You just ask them to go out with you, what else?"
"How... did you do it?"
"I just asked her to go out with me?"
"Really?"
"Yeah, but how about doing it right now? I'll call her for you."

Honestly, it was too frustrating.

If I just left them alone to figure it out themselves, they'd probably waste another month or two meaninglessly.

"How about it? Not a bad idea, right?"
"No!? NO!!? It's a terrible idea!? Extremely terrible!"
"But there's one important thing."
"What...?"
"You don't have a choice in the matter."

After those words, he arrived at the library with perfect timing.

I spoke to him as he looked at me with an expression full of discontent.

"Hey, she has something to tell you. Listen to her."

After delivering that message, I walked toward the exit, leaving behind the two of them with their completely opposite reactions.

And then...

"And training tomorrow at 9:30. We're clearing a dungeon tomorrow."

With just those words, I left the library.

***

After Albert left, only the two of them remained in the late-night library.

Elin was looking with resentful eyes at the one who had abandoned her in that atmosphere.

"Ah..."
"Something to tell me? What is it?"
"Um... well... it's nothing much..."
"From the way you're talking, it seems like a big deal."

Extremely nervous, Elin took a deep breath to calm herself down and escape this state.

Then, looking at him as he tilted his head, she opened her mouth.

"Hey."
"Huh?"
"Don't you like me?"
"Huh...? What do you mean..."
"Just answer quickly. Don't you like me?"
"Well... I don't... dislike you..."

Leo, showing obvious signs of embarrassment, didn't deny it.

Of course, since not disliking someone doesn't necessarily mean liking them, Elin asked again.

"Then do you like me?"
"Huh...? S-suddenly?"
"Shut up and tell me quickly."
"I... do... like you... yeah."

Finally hearing that answer, Elin continued the conversation while showing signs of disappointment.

"If that's the case, why haven't you confessed? I've been waiting all this time..."
"W-well..."

Unlike when he entered the library, Leo was now flustered before Elin.

Ignoring Leo's reaction, Elin said what she needed to say.

"Anyway... will you go out with me?"

***

At that moment.

Reina and I were watching this interesting scene in real-time, each hiding in our own way.

We were talking in voices as tiny as a drop in the ocean.

"Wow, she's actually pretty good at this."
"I know... did you teach her?"
"Not really?"
"Really...? But she's doing so well..."

I couldn't see Reina's appearance, but from her tone, she somehow seemed to envy Elin.

I asked Reina, who seemed to be looking at Elin with such eyes as she chatted about various things with Leo who had accepted her confession.

"What's wrong? You seem really upset."
"Just... envious..."
"Why...?"
"Because I can't do something like that..."

"I can't do something like that."

That sounded like she had someone she liked.

"..."

I wanted to say something, but from her tone and voice, it seemed better to just stay quiet.

As I remained silent, Reina spoke first.

"Sorry... for saying something unnecessary..."
"It's okay..."
"You don't need to worry about it. I'm going to give up anyway."

I didn't know who Reina liked, but it seemed like a truly hopeless situation.

For her to say something like that.

"Cheer up... should I introduce you to someone?"
"No... it's fine... really fine..."

Her voice grew even darker.

Hearing that voice, no more words came out about that topic.

"Shall we leave now? I think they're... done?"
"Let's do that..."

We carefully left the library.

Then I took off my cloak, and Reina deactivated [Stealth].

And there was Reina's face.

A face filled with gloom, and her eyes were even bloodshot.

When I looked at that face, Reina immediately turned her head to hide it.

Then she said in a voice no different from before.

"I just... rubbed my eyes, that's why they're like this. Don't worry about it."
"..."
"Really..."

I hadn't even said it wasn't true, but Reina said that.

It seemed like she thought it was a lie even to herself.

Seeing her like this made me want to worry about her and comfort her.

But I didn't.

"Okay, I won't worry."
"Thanks... but I... I have something to do tomorrow, so I don't think I can come to training... I'll join from the day after."
"Oh..."

With those final words, Reina slowly walked toward the dormitory.

Seeing her like that made me want to at least keep her company.

But I didn't do that either.

"Or was I unable to?"

***

After that.

Time passed like a fleeting moment, and when I opened my eyes, I had already become a third-year student.

The second year that had gone by in an instant.

I recalled the events of that time.

"Really... nothing special."

It wasn't just nothing special—literally nothing happened.

Compared to my first year, that is.

Perhaps that's why time seemed to pass incredibly quickly, and it felt like I hadn't accomplished anything.

Of course, in reality, training was the only thing I had done.

There weren't any special events, and fortunately or unfortunately, battles only occurred in the Orion Kingdom.

So she, who was active in that area, was having a hard time.

"I need to be able to go there soon..."

Still, the situation was quite good because she was handling it well.

She had won almost all of the dozens of small battles and several large ones.

I was watching videos of those battles with Chris, Raycle, and Leo.

"This is insane..."
"What is?"
"My girlfriend... not only has she gotten stronger, but she's also become much prettier than before?"
"You're making such a fuss over nothing... But don't you think they're picking fights too half-heartedly these days?"

The "they" Chris was referring to seemed to be the Babylon Kingdom.

And I agreed with that opinion.

"I agree with that. They're probably preparing something big? Like last time?"
"You think so? I was just saying..."
"Definitely."

This was almost 100% certain.

Because I heard it from Lilith.

-They're going to invade the Orion Kingdom again, but it's about a year away, so there's plenty of time.-

One year later.

It was quite an ambiguous time.

It was when I would graduate from the academy and be able to fully participate in the war, but it was also after the passing of the veterans, including Merlin.

Bael seemed to know about that timing.

Even though there was no way he could know.

"So train hard. If we mess up, we could all die."
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"D-Die?"
"I'm saying it could happen, not that it will."

Of course, it wouldn't have actually happened that way.

No matter how many powerful figures leave this world, the Kainis Empire remains a place overflowing with talented individuals.

It wouldn't collapse so easily.

Absolutely not.

Of course, neglecting training would make even less sense.

"That's why you need to work hard to prevent that from happening."
"You... you seem to have known about this for a while?"
"Me? That's just your imagination."

Obviously, that was a lie.

Since I was receiving information from Lilith, I had indeed known about it for some time.

"I'm just making educated guesses."
"How strange... if things turn out as you say again, I'll just consider you a prophet."
"That's a bit..."

As we continued talking about the future like we just did, those kinds of topics came up.

"What are you all planning to do after graduation? It seems like the time to really decide has come."

Career paths.

Most students ponder for quite a while or can't answer when asked that question.

Either they haven't thought about it yet, or they lack confidence in achieving what they've considered.

But these guys were different.

True to their status as Imperial Academy students, they answered without hesitation.

"I'm joining a party. I've already got one in mind."
"Oh! Me too."
"I'm joining a knighthood."

Though their answers varied, they could be categorized into three types.

Joining a large party, enlisting in the military, or entering a knighthood.

And the military could be further divided into regular forces and special forces.

Of course, since the bar for special forces was so high, it seemed most people were reluctant to even try for it, except for Reina and me.

"Everyone's different."
"Are you still set on special forces?"
"Yeah, though I'm considering a knighthood too. Parties aren't really my thing."

I definitely don't seem like the party type.

It would be good if the monsters had higher stats than party members, but that's rarely the case.

And I never really needed help in the first place.

Though I'm not sure if that's because I've always been alone or if I never needed it to begin with.

"And I want to see her as soon as possible. Besides, I'm strongest when I'm with our princess."
"That does seem true. Your coordination is incredible."

We've never specifically practiced coordination, but our teamwork was inexplicably perfect.

Both of us having good basic skills helps, but our fighting styles also complement each other well, making us a good match.

"Plus I have skills for that too."
"Huh? What skills? How do you activate them?"
"Skills and traits that activate just by being together."
"That's amazing..."
"Even the status window acknowledges our relationship."

The trait [Someone's Sword] that had disappeared when I regressed has returned.

If she becomes empress, [Right Hand of the Empress] will appear again too.

"So how good are these skills?"
"Well... they're not exactly overpowered."
"Isn't having such traits overpowered in itself?"
"Is it? Anyway, they're not that great."

At best, they gave me some stat boosts and skill rank-ups when fighting alongside her.

Meaningful, sure, but not game-changing.

'And the skill rank-ups are random anyway...'

Being random, they never seem to give me what I want.

At least that's how it was in my memory.

Though occasionally they'd come through in critical moments and save my life, so I can't complain too much, but usually they weren't that helpful.

"Well, that's good... it wouldn't be fair if those were overpowered too."
"You're already strong yourself and you're criticizing me..."

In truth, Chris was among the top five strongest students at the academy.

Yet here he was calling me overpowered.

To other ordinary students, Chris and I would seem equally exceptional.

But apparently that was just my thinking.

"You're not seriously putting yourself and me on the same level, are you?"
"Aren't we...?"
"Are you... messing with me?"
"I'm not...?"
"Then you're just crazy. How could we be on the same level? This guy clears A-rank low dungeons solo."

Unlike me, Chris was expressing his genuine thoughts.

"No... I meant from other ordinary students' perspective."
"Even then, we're quite different."
"Not just 'quite' different."
"He's right."

Reicle and Reina agreeing with Chris.

Seeing their reactions, I was left speechless.

Apparently we really were different.

"You can even hold your own against Sir Marco now, right? It seems like you could manage even if he fought seriously."
"That's impossible..."

Of course, I couldn't be sure since we'd never fought properly, but that seemed unlikely.

I barely won last time even when he wasn't using skills.

'And even calling that a win is questionable...'

Unable to understand Elin's words, I told them:

"That's just not possible."
"You're the one who's not making sense right now, extremely so."
"Fight him and see."
"Yeah, there's only about 6 months left anyway."

They genuinely seemed to think I could win.

Looking at my current state, it didn't seem completely impossible, but the chances were still slim.

After all, my opponent was a hero.

"We still have 6 months left."
"Only 6 months! What can you possibly accomplish in just 6 months?"
"But weren't you really confident before? Why the sudden change?"

As Chris said, about a year ago I was overflowing with confidence.

But after seeing a certain video, my perspective changed.

A video of Marco and Lilith fighting in a chaotic battlefield.

Naturally, Lilith was stronger.

But was Marco completely outmatched? Not at all.

'He held his own that well.'

Lilith seemed to give her all, perhaps impressed by his skill, but still couldn't subdue him immediately.

Seeing that made me realize how high the wall I needed to climb really was.

"The fact that he beat your sister without using any skills is already unbelievable."
"You're at that level too."
"Please... be reasonable..."

He was spouting such nonsense when I could barely win against her even using all my skills.

I recalled the foolish words I'd said in the past.

"I shouldn't have said that back then..."
"Said what?"
"I told her to use all her skills next graduation exam... Thinking about it now, that was... a mistake."
"You can win, I'm telling you! And even if you can't, so what? The fact that she needs to use skills against you already proves you're the best."
"That's true..."

He had a point.

I'd be the only one at the graduation exam in that situation.

"Anyway, just try. If you win, great, if not, that's that. Don't chicken out and refuse to use your skills."
"I wasn't planning to say that even if I got scared..."
"I didn't ask about that."

I spoke to him as he continued to choose the most irritating things to say.

"Of course I'll do my best, and you should work hard too."
"What? Do you know how hard I've been working lately?"
"I wouldn't know."
"I'll show you later, just watch."

For some reason, Chris glared at me with blazing eyes.

He declared with absolute confidence:

"I'll win impressively just like you did."

He seemed to be saying he'd overcome the third trial of the graduation exam.

It wasn't particularly convincing.

After all, it was so difficult that even she couldn't overcome it.

Yet somehow, I felt there was a tiny, very tiny possibility worth betting on.

'Is it because of that expression? It seems impossible... but I'm strangely looking forward to it...'

***

At that same time.

Another battle was concluding in the Orion Kingdom.

Though not large in scale, it had been a dangerous situation with limited standby forces.

Nevertheless, the small force led by her had managed to defend the walls from the enemy by supporting each other.

"Ah... that was really dangerous this time... If Riel hadn't blocked at the end, we might all have died."
"It's all thanks to our princess."

As always, Riel was praising her.

However, the one responding to Riel's words wasn't her but a certain man.

"Indeed. If the princess hadn't been here, we wouldn't be having this conversation now."

His name was Greg Ignite.

The third prince of the Orion Kingdom and a talented individual who had risen to the position of party leader of a major party at a young age not much different from hers.

For some reason, he had been suspiciously frequently participating in battles as a mercenary since she arrived here.

She gave him an awkward smile.

"Ah... yes... thank you."

As she was about to leave after saying that, Greg hurriedly spoke to her.

"Excuse me, Commander! We're planning to hold a banquet tomorrow to celebrate this victory... perhaps..."
"I'm sorry, I don't have time for such things. And while celebrations are nice, I'd prefer if you kept them moderate. We don't know when the enemy might attack again."

A polite rejection.

As always, she put up an impenetrable wall and left.

Greg was left embarrassed, and Riel looked at him with sympathetic eyes.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"You should give up. Besides, you know she has a boyfriend."
"Does having a goalkeeper mean you can't score?"
"It's a goal that wouldn't go in even without a goalkeeper... and there's a goalkeeper too..."

Greg glared at Riel and said:

"That's just your opinion."
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Hearing those arrogant words, Riel smiled mockingly.

Greg reproached her for that smile.

"What's that smile for?"
"Nothing, I just found it absurd, so don't worry about it. Well then, I'll be going..."

With those final words, Riel slowly walked away, but before the distance between them grew too far, she muttered in a low voice.

"You'll come to your senses after Albert beats you up..."
"What...? What did you say?"
"Just talking to myself, don't worry about it."
"Who's going to beat who...? That's ridiculous..."
"Unless you're at a level that can defeat our Crown Princess, please keep quiet."
"What?! So I guess this Albert person is at that level?!"

Greg bristled at those words. Riel showed that same smile from earlier and concluded the conversation.

"Yes, for about a year and a half now. He might even be stronger than the Crown Princess by now. Though of course, she's also become much stronger since then, so it's hard to say."
"Tch..."

With those final words, Riel finally left and, upon reaching the officers' quarters, found her waiting. Riel's smile changed completely from before.

"You haven't left yet? Were you... waiting for me?"
"Isn't it obvious? What were you talking about for so long?"
"Just warning a weakling not to get cocky."

It was somewhat exaggerated, but not exactly wrong.

And she seemed to know this fact as well.

"My... you're quite fearless, even though he's a prince..."
"By that logic, Your Highness is the same, being so cold to a prince..."
"I'm different from you, Riel... And don't call me 'Your Highness.'"
"Yes, I understand. Crown Princess..."
"..."

Momentarily speechless at such brazen words, she let out a hollow laugh and asked:

"So... he won't be coming this break either, right?"
"He might come, actually. Probably."
"'Probably' isn't certain..."
"Should I ask him?"
"Then it would seem like I told you to ask..."
"But that's exactly what you're doing."
"Still... isn't there a way to be more discreet?"

"What's wrong with him finding out? It doesn't seem to matter anyway," is what Riel wanted to say, but she held back and suggested another approach.

"I'll ask Elin to do it. Would that be okay?"
"That would work."

As soon as she received permission, Riel fiddled with her phone, apparently sending a message, and then said with a satisfied expression:

"I told her to pretend she's asking out of her own curiosity."
"Thank you..."
"By the way, won't you speak casually with me?"
"No."

Her tone and voice were quite resolute.

It seemed she had absolutely zero intention of dropping the formalities.

"Why not...?"
"If I speak casually with you, I feel like I'd have to do the same with Albert..."
"That would be fine, wouldn't it?"
"No, it wouldn't. Speaking casually is... embarrassing, I told you."
"He speaks casually with you just fine."

In Albert's case, he mixed formal and casual speech, though he used casual speech more often.

Yet she always spoke formally when talking with him.

"Isn't it strange that you're older, yet he speaks casually while you use formal speech?"
"I know that... Mother has been telling me the same thing..."

-Ding!-

Riel's phone rang immediately after their conversation.

Riel looked at her phone for a moment and then smiled mischievously.

"So, will you try speaking casually this time?"
"What...? He's coming?"
"Yes, that's what she says."

She was delighted at the prospect of seeing him after so long.

Riel offered her a piece of advice.

"Use protection."
"T-that's... that's my business!! Don't worry about it!"
"Yes, yes. You were safe last time, so I'm sure it'll be fine this time too."
"'Last time'... what exactly do you mean?"
"You already know."

She was excited about meeting him after so long, and Riel was excited watching her.

Riel looked at her and said:

"Let's establish some discipline this time."
"Discipline?"
"Yes, it would be perfect if a battle broke out when he arrives..."
"What do you mean...?"
"Have him participate in combat to show him what it takes to date you."

It was actually a pretty good idea.

Of course, this would more likely make most suitors give up out of fear of Albert, but since they'd be giving up anyway, it didn't matter.

"And it would also serve as a warning to be careful, as this is the kind of guy who'll be watching them."
"But isn't that too much trouble for Albert? He's just coming to visit..."
"That's not my concern, and besides, he'd gladly participate in combat even without us asking, don't you think?"
"That's... true."

And honestly, she was curious to see how much he had grown.

After all, they were meeting again after a whole year and six months.

"Isn't he stronger than the Princess now?"
"I thought so at first, but things have changed lately."
"The demons do give good experience points."
"So I'm not sure anymore."
"Let's have you two fight this time."
"That's a bit scary..."

It had always been scary.

There wasn't much difference in skill, and even though she won more than half the time, she had lost plenty too.

But now that fear had doubled.

Because she didn't know his current skill level.

"Riel can go first, then I'll follow."
"Just say you don't want to do it."

She burst into laughter at those words and recalled his face and voice from her memories.

"It feels like it's been so long, even though it's only been a year..."

***

"Are you going this time?"

Riel suddenly threw that question at me.

Why is she asking that? She knows I can't go...

Thanks to that question, my mood sank even further. I tried to continue training, ignoring the question.

But at that moment, Luna opened her mouth.

"This time... during the break? Where are you going?"
"I'm not going anywhere, there's just a place I'd like to visit..."
"Why? You should go if you want to."

Whether she was being insensitive or genuinely didn't know, Luna was bringing up such topics right in front of me.

What day is it today? This really sucks...

While I was blaming today's horoscope, Elin suggested an unexpected solution.

"Would you like to come along, sis?"
"Who the hell decided—"

Luna cut off my attempt to reject the idea and said her piece.

"Me...? Huh? Is that okay!?"
"Of course."
"But what are you going there for?"
"Nothing special, just for fun since it's break."
"Where to?"
"The Kingdom of Orion."

From their conversation, it seemed Elin was genuinely planning to take her, and Luna was genuinely planning to go.

They were crazy people in many ways.

"An... overseas trip, huh?"
"What do you think? Aren't you getting tired of this place by now?"
"That's... true. Great! I want to go too!"

Hearing those words, Elin looked at me with the most annoying smile in the world.

Then, as if telling me to thank her, she said:

"How's that? Your big sister's skills?"
"My opinion doesn't matter at all, does it?"
"You just want to be able to go, right?"
"Well... that's true."
"Then it's settled! Let's keep it simple! Do you want to come too?"

Elin's gaze was now directed at Leo.

It seemed she wanted to take Leo along as well.

Of course, without asking me a single question.

"Is that okay?"
"Why wouldn't it be? And wouldn't your sister be happy if you came too?"
"Unlike you guys, we siblings don't get along that well."

Unlike us?

That comment really bothered me, but Elin didn't seem to take issue with it.

"She'll only care about seeing her boyfriend anyway, so it doesn't matter. And we can just give them space. Right?"
"Well... I'll come along then."

My opinion still didn't seem to matter at all.

After getting permission from Luna and Leo, Elin started typing on her phone.

It looked like she was texting someone.

"What are you doing?"
"Sending a text."
"To whom?"
"Who do you think?"

It seemed she was texting Riel to let her know we could come this break.

"So we're really going this time..."
"How about showing some gratitude? This is all thanks to me."

Despite her somewhat irritated tone and voice, it was undeniably thanks to Elin.

So, for the first time in a very long while, I expressed my gratitude to her.

"Yeah... thanks."
"Huh...? You're actually saying it?"
"That's how you react when I thank you?"
"No... I just didn't think you'd actually do it!"
"But... there's something more important."
"What is it?"

So the people going to the Kingdom of Orion would be Luna, Leo, me, and Elin.

It was like a gathering of extremely famous people.

"If we go by ourselves, won't we attract a lot of attention?"
"Just wear glasses."
"..."
"What?"
"You think that's enough?"
"It worked last time."

It certainly did work last time.

Even though she was even more famous than us, she arrived safely without being recognized.

"But that was just two people."
"Four people won't make a difference. If you're worried, we can ask someone to cast a spell on us."

The skill known as transformation magic, [Disguise].

She seemed to be thinking of asking someone with that skill.

"Well... figure something out..."

But honestly, as long as we could get there safely by any means, I didn't care.

After all, we were meeting again after a year and a half.
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As always, I woke up feeling the clear sunlight pouring through the window onto my body and listening to the refreshing chirping of sparrows.

Feeling refreshed for the first time in a long while, I stretched my arms up with satisfaction.

"Not feeling bad today."

It was definitely a special day, and my condition felt particularly good.

Of course, it didn't really matter since the journey would take a day or two anyway.

While I was preparing to depart in this refreshing morning—

*Ding-dong!*

The doorbell rang.

I was going to leave soon anyway...

What an impatient one.

I finished my preparations a bit more hastily than usual, then immediately gathered my luggage and stepped out into the hallway.

"Took you fucking forever."

That tone and voice—I naturally assumed it was Elin.

In fact, it could only be Elin.

But the person standing before me wasn't Elin.

More precisely, their appearance was different.

I asked Elin, who had transformed from a hopeless tomboy into someone with looks that could easily be the top student in school.

"That... lasts quite a while, huh?"
"Exactly two days. Should wear off when we arrive. You should drink yours quickly too."

Behind Elin were two other people.

Fortunately, it seemed their genders hadn't changed.

Luna was still a woman, and Leo was still a man.

But... I could be different, right?

That thought suddenly crossed my mind, so to prepare for any possibility, I asked Elin.

"This doesn't... change your gender too, does it?"
"You might end up with an appearance that makes people perceive you as a woman."
"Can I not drink it?"
"Stop talking nonsense and drink it."

Leo handed me the potion bottle with a somewhat rough command.

He didn't seem pleased with his transformed appearance.

"I'm really nervous about this..."

With anxiety in my heart, I poured the contents of the bottle into my mouth.

"Ugh...!"

As soon as it entered my mouth, I felt a burning sensation through my mouth and throat.

As expected of concentrated magic, it tasted awful and caused pain like my entire body was on fire.

"Haa... haa..."

The pain made me collapse to the floor, and I had to fight against it for a brief moment.

At first, it was just my mouth and throat, but as time passed, the pain spread throughout my entire body.

This really... fucking hurts...

Thankfully, after about five minutes, the pain subsided somewhat.

"Is this supposed to hurt this much...? Huh?"

I spoke and was startled by my voice.

It wasn't my original voice but an unfamiliar woman's voice.

Even though I was the one speaking, that voice reached my ears.

Elin watched me with a pleased yet mischievous expression, while Luna couldn't hide her amazement.

"Wow..."
"..."

Feeling uneasy at their reactions, I immediately turned on my phone camera to check my appearance.

A sigh escaped my lips involuntarily.

"Ah..."

Elin was beside herself with joy at the sight.

This was undoubtedly all that rascal's doing.

"Hey..."
"You look kind of... no, you look fucking gorgeous, unni!"
"Ah... shit..."

I should have noticed earlier.

An hour before our scheduled meeting time, and all three of them waiting for me together this early—I should have been suspicious.

"Unni! Your clothes look way too big. Want to borrow mine?!"
"Why did my height and body shrink too?"
"Just so you know, your thing is still intact."
"Can you answer my question?"
"The potion I gave you is special!"

Elin had been overly excited since earlier, and I really wanted to slap her across the face.

I looked down at my body, which had become too small for my clothes.

"Why just me?"
"This... wasn't my idea!"
"Then whose was it?"
"That's a secret."
"Ah... damn it..."

The situation was already annoying enough, and Elin kept using formal speech to mock me.

She's really mastered the art of teasing people... But I do need clothes...

I chose the lesser of two evils.

"Luna... can I borrow some clothes?"
"Huh? From me?"
"At least you're better than that jerk."

The lesser evil is definitely better than the worst option.

"Um... okay, what do you want to wear?"
"Something I can wear, not like a dress."
"Men can wear dresses too. Are you being sexist? Oh... you're a woman now..."
"Shut up. And I'm not a woman."

While I might look like a woman on the outside, I was missing the most important parts.

I asked Luna, who was contemplating what clothes to give me.

"Do you have something like... a hoodie?"
"Oh! I do! I'll bring a hoodie and pants!"
"And shoes..."
"Sure!"

Luna was definitely a hundred, no, a thousand times better than Elin.

"Don't you need a bra? Ah... I should've gotten one that gives you breasts too..."
"I said shut up!"
"There are actually potions that can turn you completely into a woman."
"Don't tell me... I don't want to know..."
"But seriously, you're beautiful... I'm kind of jealous."
"You are pretty... I'll admit that."

But isn't that obvious?

Since the original is handsome, of course the female version would be pretty.

I was about to say that but held back.

"You're exactly the look I imagined, unni."
"Can't you call me like you usually do?"
"Calling you 'oppa' doesn't fit... you're too pretty."
"Just use informal speech."
"That's a shame... Hey, Leo? Say something too."

Leo was blushing and hiding his face beside us.

But he kept sneaking glances as if he wanted to look.

"What's wrong with him?"
"Well... can you take a look at yourself?"
"My state? What about it? We're both men..."
"Nobody—and I guarantee this—would think you're a man right now."

Leo seemed quite confident about that.

Apparently, my current appearance was quite something.

"I brought them!"
"Oh... thank goodness..."
"Unni! Let me help you change..."
"Shut up."
"Come on... don't be like that!!"

Elin kept pestering me, and I wanted to shut her mouth right then and there.

*Woong!!*

"Oh my! Me? S-sorry... I'll stop."
"Take it easy, will you?"
"Okay..."

As soon as I deactivated [Mortal's End], Elin let out a sigh of relief and spoke excitedly.

"But seriously... you had such charisma just now. Girl crush? I'm not teasing, for real."

She clearly had no intention of taking it easy.

"I'll just... go change..."

I went back into my room, trying to hold up my pants that were about to fall down.

Then I changed into the clothes Luna had brought.

A plain hoodie and jeans.

And a rather cute hat too.

Not a bad outfit.

After changing, I stood in front of the full-length mirror and looked at my reflection.

"Wow... Is... is this... w-watashi?"

My facial features were essentially the same, but the longer hair completely changed the impression.

A different kind of beauty from her—in the mirror stood a woman who gave off the vibe of a cold city girl in the middle of winter.

"Damn, I'm pretty?"

Still in a state of extreme self-admiration, I went back outside.

Wearing the clothes Luna had given me, they each had different reactions when they saw me.

"Oh my..."
"You really have a talent for crossdressing, don't you?"
"..."

Among them, Leo's reaction was definitely the strangest.

Luna's reaction was normal, and Elin was always like that, but he seemed completely dazed.

"What's wrong?"
"In a different way... you're going to attract a lot of attention."
"But I'm dressed so plainly? I'm not even wearing makeup, right?"
"The fact that you still look like that is insane."
"That's what I'm saying! You really have talent!"

Talent or not, I had no interest in crossdressing—never had, don't have, and never will.

Unable to waste any more time, I headed straight for the elevator.

"Let's go quickly. When's the train?"
"Unni, there's no need to rush. It leaves in an hour."
"We still need to eat."
"We can eat on the train~"
"Anyway! Let's go."

I figured she would stop talking if we went somewhere crowded.

I walked as quickly as possible toward the train station.

Everyone followed me, and even Elin, despite complaining, eventually followed along.

"We have an hour left... and the station is close..."
"We can wait there. I haven't eaten breakfast yet."
"We already ate."
"I figured as much..."

It seemed everyone except me had already eaten before pulling that stunt this morning.

They left me out completely.

"How about filling your stomach with cake and coffee, unni? This place is delicious!"
"I want to eat soup."
"What? You rushed all the way here just to eat soup? Are you crazy?"
"If you don't like it, you can eat there."
"Fine! I'll eat here! Call me when you're done!!"

I wondered if she could really act like that even with a disguise.

Her energy is unnecessarily high as usual...

I entered the soup restaurant alone, amazed at my terrible little sister's behavior.

Naturally, I ordered pork soup and headed for the most secluded seat.

'It feels a bit awkward eating alone.'

Just as I thought that, as if reading my mind, two men approached.

For some reason, they sat at my table and stared at me with uncomfortably flirtatious gazes.

And then...

"Hey miss, are you here alone?"
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"..."

This is my first time in such a situation, so I'm not sure what to say.

As I remained silent, the other party spoke first.

"Excuse me... would it be okay if I join—"
"No, it wouldn't be okay."

Someone's voice cut off his words.

The voice was too familiar to pretend I didn't recognize it.

The owner of that voice sat down next to me with complete naturalness, took my arm, and linked it with hers as she pleased.

And then...

"Please don't touch my girlfriend."

She warned them with those words.

Girlfriend.

What an absurd situation.

Still, the effect itself wasn't bad.

"Girlfriend? Are you... are you ladies... that way?"
"And what if we are? Right, honey?"
"..."

Luna seemed too immersed in the current situation.

Or was she actually that way?

Of course she obviously wasn't, but her acting was so good that such thoughts naturally came to mind.

"Please go find another table. We're on a date after a long time... ah..."
"Ah... sorry... I see you're already taken... Hey, let's go."

With that, the two of them actually got up from the table and left the establishment.

It seemed that was their only reason for coming into this place.

Actually, I should probably be concerned about something else.

"Girlfriend? Honey?"
"I'm a good actor, right?"
"Ah... yes..."
"I saved you from getting hit on, and that's all the reaction I get?"
"Wouldn't I have managed to get out of it even if you hadn't come?"
"You can't know that for sure."

Though her method was a bit unusual, it was helpful.

If I had been alone, I might have had to use harsh words or force.

"Why aren't you eating? It's getting cold."
"Do you think I can eat in this situation?"
"Of course. Should I feed you, honey?"
"Please... could you stop calling me that?"
"I don't want to."

Like Aelin, she seemed to be in high spirits because of the trip.

Of course, that probably wasn't the only reason.

"Are you starting to resemble her too?"
"That's just your imagination. But how can I help it! There's such a pretty unni right in front of me!"
"Ah, yes... I'm not happy at all hearing that kind of compliment, you know?"
"You're really pretty, extremely so. You even almost got hit on."

Luna was gathering all the irritating things to say and saying them all at once.

Yet she seemed unaware of what the problem was.

"So what do you want me to do about it?"
"That's why I need to stick close to you and protect you from bugs swarming around, you know?"
"Sure... good luck with that..."

She wasn't the type to stop just because I told her not to.

Just like that person who's probably eating cake right now.

After eating a decent amount of the soup rice I ordered, I said to Luna:

"Let's go now."
"There's still this much left."
"You can eat it then..."

I was never a big eater to begin with, but I could usually finish a bowl of soup rice.

However, today I couldn't even finish that much.

"Is your stomach shrinking too?"
"I don't think so."

Luna stood up after leaving that ambiguous remark.

I asked her:

"Aren't you going to eat it?"
"Eat what? You?"
"No... this."
"Why would I eat what you left?"
"That's true..."

Come to think of it, it's natural that she wouldn't eat it, but I thought the current Luna would have no problem finishing it.

I'm not sure why I thought that.

After paying the bill and leaving the restaurant, we entered the café where Leo and Aelin would still be.

Luna asked me:

"Want some coffee?"
"I don't like coffee."
"I didn't know that..."
"I like things like grapefruit ade."
"And what about me, honey?"
"Could you shut up?"
"Oh my..."

Now it seemed like she and Aelin were cut from the same cloth.

We placed our orders and headed to their table.

There we saw Aelin personally feeding cake to Leo.

"You two seem to get along well."
"Huh!? When did you get here...?"

Aelin asked, startled by our sudden appearance.

"Just now."
"You came back really quickly."
"I couldn't eat much."
"She almost got hit on just now."
"Who did?"

When Luna heard that question, she pointed at me with her finger.

Why did she have to share such unnecessary information...

After hearing this, Aelin made another strange expression and said:

"How was it, unni?"
"What?"
"The people who hit on you, were they your type?"
"They weren't my honey's type. My honey likes someone like m—"
"Haven't you two gone a while without getting hit by me?"
"A certain amount might actually be nice..."
"..."

I really didn't have the energy to deal with them anymore.

And it seemed like engaging with them only made them more excited.

"How much time do we have left?"
"About 30 minutes?"
"That's quite a bit..."
"Unni, should I take a picture for you? The composition is perfect right now."
"No, it's fine."

Despite my clear refusal, both of them quietly took out their phones.

I didn't say anything even after seeing that.

'Was I wrong not to stop them?'

-Click!!-

***

That night.

Two women chatting away as always in a large lodging, just the two of them.

The subject of their conversation was also no different from usual.

However, today they were discussing in a slightly different direction than before.

"Princess! Look at this!"

With an excited expression, Riel suddenly ran over and showed her phone to her.

There was a photo on Riel's phone screen.

In the photo was a mysterious woman with a pretty café as the background.

For some reason, the woman's appearance was strikingly similar to the man they knew.

"Who is that?"
"Isn't she pretty!?"
"Yes... she's pretty... but who is she? A girl group member? Or an actress?"
"Neither. Want a hint!?"

Riel was still maintaining her high energy.

Even at this late hour.

"No... it's fine..."

Despite her refusal, Riel ended up giving a hint anyway.

"It's someone we know."
"Someone we know? I don't recognize her at all."

Black hair and black eyes weren't common, so if it was someone she knew, she would have noticed right away.

However, she couldn't even begin to guess who the woman in the photo might be.

"Doesn't she resemble someone?"
"She does, but... you say we know her?"
"Yes, someone we know very well. Someone whose whereabouts we can even track right now!"

The woman bore an uncanny resemblance to him, who would be resting on a train by now.

Not just in outward appearance, but even in that distinctive aura.

However, she couldn't think of that woman and him as the same person.

"But... they're different genders to begin with...?"

Changing one's appearance was possible.

Using a potion containing the skill [Disguise] would make it more than possible.

Of course, he wouldn't do such a thing.

But the moment she had that thought, Riel's words shattered it completely, piercing her ears.

"This unni is Albert."
"What!? Really!?"
"Yes, according to Aelin."
"Aelin must have made him do it, right? Albert wouldn't have such a hobby..."

Her voice sounded somewhat anxious.

But as expected, it wasn't something like 'Albert's weird hobby!' and Riel soon explained how it had happened.

"He said he wanted to disguise himself because he might attract too much attention coming here, but since doing it normally would be boring, it was just a prank they tried."
"Aelin did it, right?"
"Yes, that's what she said."
"That's a relief..."

After hearing that, she sighed in relief and looked at the photo again.

The woman in the photo.

She was indeed the perfect answer to the question, "What would Albert look like if he were a woman?"

"She is pretty..."
"She's princess-level pretty, isn't she? With just makeup, he'd really look like that."
"He did have somewhat pretty features to begin with."
"With this level, wouldn't it be worth having him crossdress occasionally?"

If Albert heard that, he would have cursed up a storm.

However, she seemed to be secretly positive about his crossdressing.

"It would be fine, I guess..."
"Weren't you worried just now? Like 'What if my boyfriend has such a hobby!? Do I need to match him!?' That's how you seemed to be worrying."
"But it wasn't a hobby of his."

She seemed relieved that the crossdressing wasn't done of his own volition.

And it seemed like she thought it was fine if she was the one who did it for him.

"So it's okay if we do it for him?"
"Then... it's fine..."
"How does that make sense...?"
"Anyway! When did they say they'll arrive?"
"I think they said they'll arrive tomorrow afternoon."
"At what time exactly?"

It was quite puzzling why she was asking that.

Aelin wouldn't know the exact time either.

Still, Aelin estimated the arrival time and answered:

"Probably around 3 PM."
"3 PM... that's training time..."
"It'll take some time to get here anyway, so it's fine. They'll probably arrive around the end of the day's activities. And it doesn't really matter, does it? It's enough that he's coming, right?"
"Indeed... his coming alone is sufficient."

***

After spending a full day and night on the train, we arrived in an unfamiliar region.

Like a country bumpkin, I was taking in the buildings that filled the city.

"Our place is definitely better."
"Isn't Rachel here too?"
"I don't know about that."

Come to think of it, Rachel would also be back in her country for the vacation.

However, she didn't know we were coming here, so she wasn't waiting for us at the train station.

Of course, such trivial matters didn't concern me.

"So where is my honey?"
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Sensing something strange in my words, Aelin questioned me.

"Do you usually call me 'honey'?"
"I was just trying it out. So where is she anyway?"
"We need to go to the western border."

The western border of the Orion Kingdom was guarded by the 7th Division, 11th Division, and the Kainis Support Corps.

Since it was close to the Babylon Kingdom and frequently saw combat, they apparently had no choice but to station a large number of troops there.

"How long does it take to get there?"
"Walking... about three hours? It's not far, by car we'd get there quickly."
"Then let's go."
"But even if we go now, you won't be able to meet her because of her schedule."
"So what do we do in the meantime?"
"Date with me?"

I ignored that annoying question and continued the conversation.

"I asked what we should do."
"We can just sightsee here and there to pass the time, don't you think?"
"That's a bit..."
"We have no choice."
"Can't we just go quickly and watch them train?"

Of course I knew that wouldn't be possible.

Still, I asked anyway, just in case.

But Aelin's response was exactly what I expected.

"Are you serious? Do you really think that's possible?"
"Yeah... of course not. Then let's just get there early and wait."

When I said that, Aelin spoke with an exaggeratedly serious expression and voice.

I wondered what the hell she was going to say with such dramatics, but the content wasn't serious at all.

"Sis, do you hate dating me that much? When such a pretty and cute little sister is asking you to play with her, are you really going to refuse?"
"Of course I'm going to refuse, you crazy girl."
"Why...?"
"Why would I play with you... Go ask him to play with you..."

Come to think of it, Aelin was leaving her boyfriend alone and only bothering me.

She could just bother her boyfriend and ask him to play with her.

But Aelin didn't see it that way.

"That won't work."
"Why...?"
"We didn't come here just to date."
"Then?"
"It's more like a family trip? That kind of feeling."
"There's only you and me as family here."
"Being in the same party makes us family."
"?"
"Being in the same party makes us family, got it? If we're going through thick and thin together, how can we be strangers?"

Certainly, I couldn't say we were just strangers, I'll admit that.

But to call us family... that was quite a stretch.

'Still, maybe I can humor her occasionally?'

In truth, that thought wasn't for Aelin's sake but my own rationalization, knowing I couldn't escape anyway.

Somewhat resigned, I asked Aelin.

"So... where are we going and what are we doing?"
"Huh? Have you finally decided to play with me, sis?"
"Speak before I change my mind."
"But I haven't really planned anything."
"?"

I frowned at Aelin.

She scratched her head and spoke.

"How could I plan anything? I don't even know what's here..."
"Then why did you ask me to play with you?"
"We can just do whatever we see along the way, how about that!? At times like this, you're supposed to be spontaneous and just go with it."

It was a strange thing to say, but it didn't feel entirely wrong.

I was similar to Aelin in that way.

"Then you take the lead."
"Alright! Everyone follow me!!"
"..."

'This is worrying... I feel like we're going to get lost.'

I followed behind Aelin, hoping that thought wouldn't become reality.

Luna and Leo, who had been silently listening to our sibling conversation, burst into laughter and began walking behind Aelin as well.

***

About three hours later from when we started.

I asked Aelin, who was scratching her head with cold sweat.

"Where are we?"
"Well... haha... where could this be?"

To cut to the chase, we were lost.

At first, it was fine because Aelin had a map of the area.

We went to a karaoke place and ate delicious food at a restaurant.

But somehow, she lost the map.

Honestly, that wasn't a problem until then.

We could have just waited and headed toward the border.

"But why did you suddenly start running when you don't even have a map?"
"Well... I saw a girl going alone in this direction..."
"?"

It was a reason I never expected.

I scolded Aelin for only telling me this now.

"Why are you only saying this now?"
"But I'm not sure... it was ambiguous. She might have just been walking normally, and I misunderstood."
"That was worth running for... let's go check it out. Lead the way."
"Okay."

After that, Aelin walked quickly ahead, and I followed with the others.

However, no matter how much we walked, we couldn't see the people Aelin mentioned.

"Are you sure you saw them?"
"I told you... I might have been wrong. Why are you blaming me?"
"But if that's the case, aren't we in trouble? Where are we now?"

Since we had been walking without thinking about the consequences, the situation had gotten worse than before.

Earlier, we at least knew where we had come from, but now we didn't even know that.

"Damn... we're screwed... Let's just keep going since we've come this far. We'll find something eventually."
"That's a brute force approach."
"I know... but what choice do we have? And originally! It's your fault!! We ended up like this because you suddenly ran off!!"

When I raised my voice, Aelin hung her head as if she had committed a crime and said.

"But I definitely saw it... a girl going into this gloomy alley..."
"Shut up and let's just go. We'll find something eventually."

So we walked.

We walked and walked and walked some more.

It was certainly a gloomy alley with quite a few motels around, but we just ignored them and kept going.

After walking for about two hours?

We arrived at some building.

And at the entrance was Riel, with an expression that said, 'Why are you guys here?'

"Looks like we found our way after all."

From her perspective, our sudden appearance seemed to genuinely surprise her as she asked us.

"Why are you guys here? Everyone just finished training, so it's not a problem, but..."
"Where's my honey?"
"You... did your brain get damaged along with your appearance?"
"So where is my honey?"

I accidentally spoke informally, but Riel didn't seem to mind.

"Over there."

As she spoke, Riel pointed behind us.

I looked where Riel was pointing.

What came into view was a beautiful woman, unexpectedly well-suited in a military uniform.

She was staring at me with wide eyes for some reason, and I greeted her.

"Oh? Honey, hello? It's been a while. Didn't you miss me?"
"It really... seems to be Albert... that's surprising..."

She seemed quite shocked, perhaps because of my way of speaking.

It was certainly understandable.

A different appearance, a different voice, and a different way of speaking.

But since I was still me, she recognized me.

"It's definitely Albert... I think it's you... but why are you acting like this? Are you sick?"
"I just wanted to try it. I thought it would be fun."

When I spoke in my normal manner, she let out a sigh of relief and finally said what I had expected.

"But really... you look like a woman."
"I am a woman, right, sis?"
"That 'sis' was directed at my honey, right?"
"I was talking to you?"
"Just stop..."

I left the increasingly incoherent Aelin alone and spoke to the woman I hadn't seen in a long time.

"This appearance makes things awkward... but let me talk first?"

I looked at her, who was always attentive to my words, and began speaking.

"It's been a really long time, noona. I've missed you a lot... how about you?"
"It feels strange when you call me noona with that appearance... but of course, I missed you too."
"Noona is still... as beautiful as ever..."

She was certainly perfect in appearance, both then and now.

After about a year and a half, she seemed slightly more mature, gradually becoming closer to the image in my memories.

"Albert is also... still... pretty."
"What?"
"You're really pretty? This could be a bit dangerous."
"Dangerous? What do you mean?"
"Who knows?"

At that moment, Aelin, excited by her words, spoke up.

"She's worried about losing sis to another man."
"Is that it? I thought she meant she might do something to Albert?"

A festival of nonsense.

As expected of the Royal Academy's craziest women.

Hearing their words, I spoke to Riel, who was giving me a sympathetic look.

"Now you see? It's been like this all day."
"So that's why you were acting crazy earlier?"
"To survive among crazy people, you have to become crazy yourself."
"You really have it tough..."

It felt a bit better that at least Riel understood.

Even with Aelin continuing to act up.

But thinking about the two of them, a thought occurred to me.

"Hey, was the girl you mentioned earlier Senior Riel?"
"Uh...? Maybe?"
"Girl...?"

Riel reacted excessively to the word "girl," implying she was young.

However, unfortunately, Riel didn't have time to get angry about it.

-Beep! Static!-

Suddenly, Riel's and her walkie-talkie sounded.

Unexpected words flowed from the device.

-Enemy forces have been spotted within a 5-kilometer radius from the border. All soldiers in the unit, upon hearing this message, are to proceed to their positions immediately.-
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Luna and Aelin were startled by the sudden alarm.

However, unlike those two, the other four of us, including myself, immediately took appropriate measures.

Riel headed to a position where she could fulfill her role as a sniper, while the remaining three of us followed behind the soldiers rushing to the battlefield.

"Talk about perfect timing."
"I know... why now of all times..."
"It might actually be fortunate. We don't seem to have many troops left anyway."

There weren't many soldiers available, probably due to the numerous battles that had occurred recently.

If a major battle were to break out in this situation, it could become extremely dangerous.

She looked at me as I drew my sword and said:

"I feel bad about entrusting this to a civilian..."
"Just think of me as a mercenary, Commander."
"But... can you fight in that body?"

It's certainly not my original body.

However, I should be able to adapt sufficiently.

Humans are creatures of adaptation, after all.

"No problem. Actually, this lighter body feels better."

Upon reaching the wall, I stood with her and gazed at the large army rapidly approaching from the distance.

It was a considerably sized elite force, and I could even spot some troublesome monsters among them.

"This time... the scale is really large... Do they always have troops to spare over there?"
"I'll need your support."
"Don't push yourself too hard."

She stood proudly beside me as she said those words.

It seemed she intended to engage in close combat despite being a mage.

Of course, I wasn't particularly worried about her, so I didn't say anything.

However, unlike me, some soldiers who seemed concerned about her spoke up:

"Commander, I think it would be best not to overexert yourself. The last battle just ended recently."
"Don't underestimate me. Thanks to someone, I'm quite confident in close combat now."
"We're not underestimating you, we're concerned. Dangerous tasks like this should be left to us mercenaries and regular soldiers..."

Who the hell is this madman giving her instructions?

I turned my head toward the direction of his voice.

"Huh...?"

And there was that familiar and unpleasant face.

Seeing that face soured my mood that had improved after reuniting with her.

'Why the fuck is this bastard here? Was I supposed to meet him around this time originally?'

Greg Ignite.

The third prince of the Orion Kingdom, Rachel's brother, and in my previous life, her marriage partner—that bastard.

I spoke to him, whom I wouldn't mind killing a hundred times over, in a deadly serious voice:

"Don't tell our Imperial Princess what to do, you mere mercenary."
"What...?"

Greg stared at me with a dumbfounded expression after I said that.

I scolded him for continuously giving me obvious stares.

"Why do you keep staring? Can't you see what's happening over there?"
"Ah... I'm sorry..."
"Just hurry up and prepare. You need to act quickly, don't you?"

For some reason, Greg's face kept turning red at my scolding.

Ignoring Greg, I turned to her as she tilted her head in confusion and said:

"Let's get started quickly. It might get dangerous if we wait any longer."
"Ah... yes."

After that, she swiftly positioned the soldiers in their proper places.

She was clearly skilled at this, probably due to her experience as a party leader.

"Buffers and healers, please maintain the back line while supporting the front. And mercenaries, please circle around to the west and target the enemy's rear."

The soldiers moved quickly according to her instructions.

'They're more obedient than I expected...'

Though she spoke extremely politely, her words carried a charisma that commanded everyone's attention.

She was truly her father's daughter.

Reminiscent of the current Emperor, she finally gave me my instructions:

"Normally, Albert would target the enemy's rear line, but our front line is a bit weak right now. So, Albert..."
"I should join you at the front line, right, Commander?"
"Yes!"

While we were talking, the enemy forces had already approached to within striking distance.

I immediately activated [Mortal's End].

-Woong!!-

"What... what is this...?"
"What kind of skill is that...? Did we have someone with such a skill in our legion?"
"Who is that person...?"

Everyone, both allies and enemies, except those who already knew about the skill, was bewildered by the pressure it created.

And perhaps because it had been a while, even she was somewhat surprised.

"Was it... always this powerful...?"
"Can't you feel it anyway?"
"I couldn't before... but I can feel it now..."

I smiled at her, surprised by my steep growth.

Then, looking at the poor mortals who would soon become lonely corpses, I spoke:

"But even if the front line had been solid, I would have been doing this anyway."

The demons and monsters glared at me as I said that. They seemed to be of a high caliber, as they weren't completely intimidated.

In fact, the one leading the army and standing at the very front appeared to have skills worthy of an Executor.

"This might be more fun than I thought."

With those words, I raised my sword and immediately charged at the demon at the front.

Of course, living up to his aura, he blocked my sword relatively easily.

-Clang!!-

Everyone, both allies and enemies, was shocked as I recklessly attacked head-on.

Even he who received my attack and she who was urgently preparing magic behind me were surprised.

"Are you insane? This isn't a one-on-one fight, human."
"..."

Ignoring his words, I continued swinging my sword.

The startled enemy troops hurriedly tried to stop me from attacking their leader.

However, they were blocked by her relentless magic and our allies who joined the battle behind me.

Seeing this, he became flustered. I spoke to him, who seemed quite panicked:

"It is one-on-one, though."
"Tch... Even in a one-on-one, I would win. Do you think I, who am about to become an Executor, would lose to a pathetic human like you?"

He talks big despite being flustered.

I gave some advice to this nobody whose name I didn't even know.

"Your tongue is too long."

What Executor? I don't even know this guy's name.

That means he died before I properly entered the battlefield.

Just like what's about to happen today.

"That's why you're not in my memories."
"Huh? What is this bitch saying..."

-Swish!! Clang!!!-

He blocked it with good reflexes, but that was all he could do, and his hands were shaking wildly.

Just like I did when blocking Marco's sword.

With his trembling hands and body leaning backward, he spoke again:

"What... are you...? That skill..."

He seemed to recognize [Transcendence], suggesting he had seen the Emperor before.

"Yet you're still alive? With such meager skills?"

I was curious how someone with such pitiful skills could survive after seeing the Emperor's [Transcendence].

However, he appeared strangely composed.

"I nearly died back then... but this is still formidable..."

I didn't want to hear his useless talk, so I withdrew my sword once before continuing my fierce attack.

-Swish! Stab! Slash!!-

I swung, stabbed, and slashed.

And throughout this process, he could only occasionally block, unable to launch any counterattack.

His body was now covered in blood. I looked at him as he collapsed to the ground and said:

"Not much difference, really. Just a bit less strength and more speed..."

Despite the change in body type, it didn't feel awkward, and although my strength had decreased somewhat, [Transcendence] compensated for it.

As I was feeling reassured by these expected results, contrary to my expectations, the battered opponent struggled to his feet.

With a completely different aura than before.

"You're quite persistent..."
"..."
"What's this? It doesn't suit you to be quiet."
"..."

He was not only silent but seemed not to hear my words at all.

Then suddenly, his magical power spread widely around him.

Sensing a completely different magical power and killing intent than before, I thought seriously again.

'Is it a skill?'

As I suspected, there were several changes in him.

Besides his aura and magical power, his appearance had also noticeably changed.

The horns, symbolic of demons, grew about 1.5 times larger, and his muscles swelled.

"So that's why you were so composed..."

It seemed to be a unique skill that activates when his life force drops below a certain level.

He appeared to have become incomparably stronger than before.

"...!!!"

Without a word, he suddenly charged at me and swung his sword.

And for the first time, his sword reached me.

-Kwang!!-

A massive sound reminiscent of an explosion.

His power was that formidable.

And his speed had also doubled from before.

'Now that's an overpowered skill.'

However, he seemed to have lost consciousness, as if his body was moving on its own.

Like a monster.

And if that was the case, there was a very good solution.

-Gooo...!-

A deep abyss that gave even me, its master, goosebumps.

The abyss, now much deeper than when we first met, moved toward him, covered in magic and blood.

According to the data so far, the abyss should handle him perfectly.

However...

'This doesn't feel good...'
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And just as I expected, things unfolded.

The Abyss couldn't swallow him, and it returned to me, trembling as if sulking.

'Somehow I thought this would happen...'

After withstanding the Abyss's attack, he stood in place for a moment, his body shaking.

Seeing that, it seemed the effect wasn't completely useless after all.

I quickly approached him, taking advantage of the large opening.

But at that moment, he returned to his original state and swiftly swung his sword.

That was dangerous.

His swordsmanship, now so powerful he could hardly be called the same person, was rough and crude.

Unlike before, his style had completely changed—like me earlier, he was unleashing a fierce barrage of attacks.

-BANG!! CRASH!!!-

But unlike him earlier, I wasn't just taking the hits.

I dodged and blocked his sword with minimal movement.

And whenever an opening appeared, I counterattacked.

As I perfectly defended against his attacks, the surrounding soldiers looked on in admiration.

"Who the hell is that person...?"
"Even their defense is perfect..."
"From what I saw earlier, they seemed close to the Legion Commander... Must be a mercenary from the Kainis Empire."
"And pretty, too..."

Except for that last comment, they were all nice things to hear.

But I didn't want to hear such things right now.

This wasn't the time.

'Still, they seem to be doing their jobs while saying that... so I guess it doesn't matter?'

With that thought, I checked my opponent's condition.

After several exchanges, his body was even more blood-soaked than before, and he seemed to be continuously using magic—I could no longer feel that aura from earlier.

Compared to him, my condition was perfect.

Stamina, magic power, vitality, skill duration, and so on.

I was in peak condition, lacking nothing.

"As expected, you're as good as they say."

No matter how hard a common soldier tries, they're still just a common soldier.

He had certainly become stronger than before, but he was still woefully inadequate compared to the Executioners.

Especially compared to demons like Lilith or Agareus.

"The title of Executioner isn't given lightly."

Though they were enemies, each Executioner's skills were exceptional.

Agareus, whose raw power rivaled even the Emperor's; Lilith, whose swordsmanship even I couldn't match; and so on.

But compared to such formidable individuals, his current skill was pathetic.

And as if he understood my words even in his unconscious state, he grew angrier and swung his sword faster and more erratically.

'He's much more emotional than before...'

Naturally, his sword, consumed by rage, couldn't reach me and merely cut through empty air.

As his sword gradually lost its sharpness—fueled by anger at his own weakness and at me for making him realize it—an uninvited guest interrupted our battle.

"Have you been fighting alone like this the whole time? For a lady to exert herself so—"

The monster, seemingly targeting Greg, who was about as helpful as a rat's whisker in life, abandoned me and headed toward him.

I cut off Greg's nonsensical babbling as he stood at a dangerous distance from me.

"Shut up and get out."
"What...?"
"I said shut up and get out! Quickly!"

Greg, who never seemed to listen, remained standing in place despite my shouts, practically inviting the attack.

The man rushed toward Greg at full speed.

He was trying to vent his anger on Greg instead of me.

'Ah... shit...'

A sword raised high in the air.

That sword contained magic power and killing intent on a completely different level from before.

Even her magic wouldn't be able to block that attack.

"Really... not helpful in the slightest..."

Part of me wanted to just let him die, but that would make me third-rate at best.

I had no choice but to use [Swift] and rush toward Greg, who was staring at the sword with a dumbfounded expression.

"Hey, you idiot. Can't you get your head straight?"

In that split second, I changed my sword's form to a greatsword.

Then I raised it to meet his blade.

-CRASH!!!-

A thunderous sound like lightning.

With that sound, my arms shook violently.

Of course, the same was true for my opponent.

And then came the sound of gunfire.

-BANG!!-

A bullet from somewhere pierced through his hand.

The shot caused him to lose his grip.

Riel's support fire, perfectly timed.

"Unlike some people, you're reliable."

I easily overpowered his weakened sword and sliced his body in half.

-SLASH!!-

At that moment, a massive amount of blood gushed from his body, and unfortunately, I was covered in it.

The smell of blood was overwhelming.

It was so nauseating I could vomit at any moment.

"Ugh..."
"A-Are you okay?"

That guy was asking such a pointless question despite seeing my condition.

He was truly insane.

"How could I be okay? What the hell were you doing, freezing up in that situation?"
"W-Well..."
"That attack couldn't even be blocked by the Legion Commander's magic, and you were just standing there like an idiot?"
"I... I'm sorry."
"Is sorry enough?"
"No, it's not..."

Greg, being lectured by me.

I spoke to him as he hung his head so low I couldn't even see what expression he was making.

"Then pay me back with your body."
"What...?"

Greg suddenly raised his head upon hearing those words.

For some reason, his face had turned bright red.

With a disgustingly stupid expression, he asked me:

"What exactly do you mean by that...?"
"Clean this up."
"What...?"

The place had become a mess from the recent battle.

I looked at the deeply gouged ground and the remnants of magic from the numerous attacks.

"All of this—you clean it up."
"M-Me?"
"Who else?"
"Do you... know who I am when you say that?"
"Greg Ignite. So what? Shut up and clean up this mess."

With those final words, I headed toward where she was.

She was looking at me with a puzzled expression from where she had been standing.

"Do you two know each other?"
"No."
"I've never seen Alber treat a stranger like that before."
"Then this is the first time."
"What's your relationship, really?"
"You don't need to know. More importantly... I'd like to wash up."

Hearing that, she smiled brightly and began walking somewhere, saying:

"Follow me."
"Okay..."
"But you're definitely on a different level than before."
"I still needed some help though..."

For some reason, except for once at the beginning, I didn't receive her help this time.

She smiled at my reaction.

"I thought Alber could handle it just fine. Were you disappointed?"
"A little... just a little..."
"Unlike Alber, they weren't that strong."
"I know..."

Of course I knew.

That there were places that needed her help more than I did.

But for some reason, I wanted to act spoiled.

"Still... you could have helped a little..."
"You've become quite cute while we were apart."
"What?"
"It might be because of your current appearance, but you're definitely cute."

Hearing that, I fanned my face with my hand to cool my burning cheeks.

And she entered a building we had arrived at.

"What is this place...?"
"Officers' quarters. People like me and Riel use it. By the way, I share a room with Riel."
"I see..."

I arrived at her room and entered with her.

A clean atmosphere created by neat interior design.

And several large bookshelves filled with hundreds of books.

But now wasn't the time to admire the room.

"Um... can I wash up right away?"
"Yes, of course."

It wasn't just a little uncomfortable.

So I immediately went into the bathroom.

And started bathing right away.

"Ugh... the smell is something else..."

Fortunately, after wiping off most of the blood and washing my body with body wash, the smell almost disappeared.

And only then did I notice another scent.

More accurately, it should be called a fragrance.

"This... could it be...?"

A fragrance I'd smelled many times before, but it felt different, perhaps because it had been so long.

And as I smelled it, some inappropriate thoughts came to mind.

"She must bathe here every day..."

Just as I was imagining that, the bathroom door suddenly opened.

-CLICK!!-

And she entered the bathroom with a mischievous smile, exactly as I had been imagining.

I quickly hid my body in the bathtub filled with water.

"What! What! What are you doing!?"
"I see that part of you hasn't changed..."
"Ah... well... yes..."
"It's been a while... shall we? I've been holding back for so long..."
"But I'm... in this state right now."

She entered the bathtub just like me.

Then, looking at my now delicate body, she said:

"That doesn't really matter, does it? After all, what's missing is missing, and what's there is there."
"Is... that so...? But I'd rather wait until I return to my original state..."

Unable to hold back any longer, she pounced on me in that situation and shouted:

"Stay still!!"

-SPLASH!!-
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Last night, there was an unexpected commotion.

I woke up recalling the memories of that time.

"Ugh..."

My body was too tired to properly get up.

But waking up wasn't all that sad.

I looked at my body, which had undergone some changes.

"It's back..."

Fortunately, I had returned to my original state, both my body and my hair.

I got up from the bed where she was still lying and headed to the bathroom.

"Yes... this is it... it felt so unfamiliar all this time..."

Seeing the familiar reflection in the mirror, I couldn't help but let out a sigh of relief.

With that sense of relief, I washed my hair and face.

When I came back to the living room, she was there to greet me in her pajamas.

"Good morning."
"When did you wake up?"
"Just now. By the way... you're back to normal."
"Why do you look disappointed?"
"Do I? It's just your imagination."

But no matter how I looked at her reaction, she seemed disappointed that I had returned to normal.

She must have liked that appearance in her own way.

Of course, I hated it—absolutely hated it.

"For the record, I'm never doing that again."
"Isn't it okay once in a while?"
"Absolutely not. I hate it. Absolutely."

Still, she didn't seem particularly disappointed, unlike Aelin or Luna who would have been more upset.

It seemed more like she had a twisted preference for seeing me embarrassed.

"That's a shame, but it doesn't really matter. I prefer the current Albert anyway."
"I figured as much."
"You're quite confident, aren't you?"
"You're the same, aren't you? It's similar."
"I guess so. I'll go wash up now."

About an hour later.

She approached me, having finished preparing to go out, just as I had.

"What do you want to do? You came all this way."
"Is it okay for you to hang out with me like this? As a Legion Commander... don't you have a ton of work?"
"It's the weekend, isn't it? I can go out, but because of what happened yesterday..."
"I guess you have some things to take care of?"
"Yes... once that's done, I should be able to go out, probably..."

To be honest, it didn't really matter if we went out or not.

It's not like I was staying long anyway; I just came to see her face briefly.

"I don't really need to go out."
"But I want to..."
"Ah~"
"And you're not staying long anyway..."

She seemed to feel sad about that fact.

Despite being so busy that she couldn't spend much time with me anyway.

"About a week?"
"That's actually quite long."
"Yes, surprisingly so."

She seemed to have thought I wouldn't even stay for a week.

In a way, it was a reasonable assumption.

Since we don't get to see each other much, there's no particular reason or need to stay long, and I'd just be wasting training time.

After finishing our preparations, she and I stepped outside the building.

As she guided me outside, she said:

"I'll come as soon as I'm done."
"Is it really okay to let outsiders in like this?"
"Of course not."
"You're quite bold, aren't you?"

She said this while confidently squaring her shoulders.

Then she spoke even more boldly than her posture suggested.

"If anyone has a problem with it, let them say something."
"That..."
"Yes, I'm copying you. See you later."

After guiding me this far, she headed back toward some building.

I just stood there, watching her back.

Then, some familiar voices called out to me, snapping me back to reality.

"You're back to normal? What a shame..."
"If you pull that kind of stunt again, I'll really kill you."
"Ah... sorry~"

She didn't look sorry at all, but there wasn't much I could say about it.

It's not like she would listen anyway.

"But why are you the only one out? What about the unnies? Isn't it possible to go out today since it's the weekend? Especially after yesterday's battle?"
"They said they'll be out soon, though not right away."
"Then let's go somewhere else. It's awkward waiting here."

I agreed with that opinion.

I didn't want to stay in such a chaotic place for a long time.

"Let's go downtown."
"By the way... I've been wondering, why do you all look like that?"

They were all covering their faces with various accessories.

They weren't like this yesterday, but today they were.

Aelin lowered her orange sunglasses slightly and answered:

"Someone recognized us earlier."
"Who?"

Aelin pointed at someone walking toward us from a distance.

"That person."

The one Aelin referred to as "that person."

As soon as I saw his face, my fist almost flew reflexively.

"Ah..."
"What's with your face? It's practically rotting."
"Why is that bastard here?"
"He said he was looking for you."
"Me?"

When I looked at him with a puzzled expression, he returned the same look.

"I... never said that."
"Weren't you looking for that woman? The beautiful woman who hard-carried in the battle."
"Yes..."
"Well, this is the person, though they look a bit different now."

In reality, I don't look that different.

Just the skeletal structure and hair length, that's all.

Still, he seemed to believe I was a different person from yesterday.

I spoke to Greg, who was looking at me suspiciously.

"I'm a different person from that one."
"I thought so! But you look familiar somehow. May I ask your name...?"
"Albert Veros."

Greg was greatly flustered when I said my name.

He probably never imagined I would be here.

"Ah, I see..."

Greg was sweating as if he was scared.

Even though I hadn't done anything.

"What's wrong?"
"Ah... I thought you might have something to say..."
"So you do know."
"Pardon...?"

I then spoke the words he had referred to as "something to say."

"Stay away from my woman if you don't want to die."

Greg had the expression of a rabbit being chased by a tiger.

I turned away from him and spoke to the others.

"So where are we going?"

***

At a military meeting where high officials from the Orion Kingdom and the Kainis Empire gathered.

She, as a high-ranking personnel of the Kainis Empire who had fought numerous battles on the front lines for nearly a year, naturally participated.

"Legion Commander Elizabeth, how was this battle?"
"We were certainly short on troops... but we managed well with the help of the mercenaries."

They would have won even without Albert, but there would have been significant casualties.

"Looking at the battle footage, there was an unfamiliar face... who was that person...?"
"Do you know the name Albert...?"
"Yes... I know it very well."

It was clearly such a famous fact that everyone seemed to know.

In that situation, she explained the identity of the girl from yesterday.

"That person yesterday was Albert Veros."
"But... isn't he male...?"
"He needed a disguise to come here, so he just had that appearance, but inside, it was him."

When she explained this fact, most people couldn't hide their admiration.

"So he has that level of skill while still being a student?"
"Yes, he's similar to me or perhaps even better. And by the second half of next year, he's expected to come here and defend the front lines."

Of course, this was assuming Albert would become a special forces member and receive the mission to assist her, but it was more than possible.

And if not, he would simply defend the front lines as a mercenary.

"From then on, our casualties will be minimized. So I would appreciate your attention until then."
"Understood."
"And by that time, we might be able to properly launch an offensive from our side first."

***

I scolded Aelin, who had promised to take me somewhere fun but instead dumped me here and was just playing games.

"A PC bang is the best place you could come up with?"
"There are lots of books you like here too. Don't grumble. And you can play games too, like you used to."
"I used to, which is why I don't anymore."

To be honest, it looks fun just watching them play.

But I didn't want to play.

Even though I know I'll never go back to that time, it still didn't feel right.

Experience is truly a fearsome thing.

So I was just reading a book next to Aelin and Leo, who were engrossed in their games.

"But people seem to recognize you two despite how you look, yet they never recognize me?"
"I don't think so. They recognize you first, and that's how they recognize us."
"Is that so?"
"Yeah, that's right. They just avoid eye contact with you because you glare at them so fiercely."

People were indeed looking at us.

But I wasn't glaring fiercely, at least not by my standards.

"I didn't do anything like that."
"What do you mean? You were glaring at that guy earlier like you were looking at a monster."
"Ah... I admit I did that to him."

He got off easy, though.

"But I was actually being very lenient."

If I hadn't been, he would no longer be in this world.

However, Aelin didn't appreciate my excellent character.

"But why are you like that with him? It's not like he did anything to you. He was hitting on your sister, but there are plenty of guys like that, aren't there?"
"There are indeed many."
"Right, and your sister will reject them anyway, so why are you being so meddlesome?"

She had a point.

And I had known this fact even before coming here.

But I couldn't hold back my words.

"I will never forgive that bastard."
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"Why? What happened to make you like that?"
"You don't need to know."
"You make everyone curious and then don't tell... Ah... I lost because of you."

Elin looked at me instead of the finished game as she spoke.

Maybe because she was being subtly serious, I felt a bit tense.

"Tell me."
"I said I don't want to."
"Then at least tell me which side."
"That side."

After saying that, I looked at her and Riel walking toward us.

Elin also looked in that direction.

"Ah... Is that the person you mentioned before?"
"Yeah."
"But she didn't do anything really bad, right? Or did she do nothing at all?"
"If she married my sister but couldn't make her happy, that's wrong."
"Oh... that's so charismatic..."
"What are you talking about that's so interesting?"

Elin seemed to want to say that.

But she was perceptive enough not to tell her about our earlier conversation.

"It's nothing. Anyway, you took quite a while."
"Yes... it dragged on a bit... But why are you at an internet cafe?"
"Good question."

I answered like that and looked at Elin.

Elin turned my head away and scratched her head.

"Time flies when you're gaming at an internet cafe, and it was fun to watch, right?"
"Let's say that's true."
"Hey! You used to love games! Play a little! You're making this awkward for me..."
"I quit ages ago..."

It wasn't just a matter of a few years, but hundreds of years ago.

But for Elin, it was only a few years, so even though she knew the secret, she spoke like that.

"Ah, now that I think about it, that's true... But if it's been a while, wouldn't it be fun to play again?"
"Well, I'm not so sure."

After hearing that suggestion, I shook my head and asked her and Riel, who seemed to know this place better.

"So what do we do now?"
"Good question..."
"Yeah, but why are you asking us?"
"I figured you'd know better than we would."
"That's true, but..."

Riel spoke honestly to us on behalf of her, who had completely turned her head away.

"We don't go out much either, so we don't know."
"This is... frustrating."
"Can't be helped, with all the work we do."

From what I heard, they only rest on weekends.

Since they were near the border where battles were ongoing, they couldn't go far, shouldn't go far, and always had to maintain a certain level of condition.

Especially elite forces like her.

"So you really just stay in your quarters on weekends?"
"That's right."
"We go to bookstores sometimes."
"..."

They seemed to be such extreme homebodies that despite living here for over a year, they didn't even know proper places to have fun.

Of course, my case wasn't much different.

Riel looked at my reaction and the current situation and let out a deep sigh.

"At this rate, wouldn't it have been better to just sit in the quarters and catch up?"
"But that doesn't feel right either. It's the weekend, and everyone made time to come here."
"Doesn't it not matter to you guys?"

Those who were asked that question looked at me as if I should answer.

It seemed like these people had mouths purely for decoration.

"I don't mind either way."
"What about you?"
"Why would I mind?"

It felt like a situation I'd seen before, but I pretended not to notice.

Then I made a suggestion to them.

"Let's just stay here. It's not bad."

It wasn't just an internet cafe but had a manga cafe attached, so it wasn't bad at all.

Everyone nodded in agreement after hearing that opinion.

"That's fine."
"You can order coffee or fruit juice here, and there are lots of manga and books too."
"Then, let's stay here... But more importantly..."

She said that while looking at me.

Along with Riel.

When that happened, I somehow felt a chill down my spine.

'This doesn't feel good...'

Still, since everyone had serious expressions, I had no choice but to respond to those gazes.

"Why are you all looking at me like that?"
"We have something to talk about."
"Can't we talk about it here?"
"No."

With those final words, she entered a closed space set up for groups to be together.

I followed her with Riel.

"Sit down."

She was already sitting in a chair inside.

I sat down in one of the chairs just like her.

"What do you want to talk about?"
"You said that in a year, when Albert comes back here, they'll invade, right?"
"Yes, that's right."

As she seriously brought up the topic, her violet eyes shone brighter than usual.

She seemed to be using magic to prevent this conversation from leaking outside.

'How thorough...'

I thought it might be unnecessary, but it never hurts to be careful.

She, always cautious, spoke in a very solemn voice.

"So I was thinking... what if we strike first?"
"You mean our side and the Emperor's side would attack simultaneously?"
"If we do it, that's how it would be."

It wasn't a bad idea.

But there was a major problem with that plan.

"If that happens, Agareus would face our side, and Bael would face the main force."
"We wouldn't lose..."
"That's true since we have Lilith. The problem is the main force."

Even with the Emperor in normal condition, victory would be hard to guarantee.

Of course, we couldn't be careless given who the opponent was.

"Is it that bad?"
"Yes, to be honest, the main force winning is practically impossible."
"That's shocking..."
"If they could just avoid losing, it would be fine... but that's almost impossible."

If Merlin were here, things might be different, but without him, it was problematic.

Still, there was a way.

"If the goal is just to hold out, we could do it by borrowing some power from the Persian Kingdom."

Though not as good as Merlin, the Persian Kingdom had many capable wizards.

And there were quite a few skilled warriors like Diabolica.

"We could hold out if we tried, though not with average personnel."

We need strong people.

At least strong enough to withstand Bael's ranged attacks.

"It would be extremely difficult, but I think it's possible."
"That's really ambiguous..."
"But isn't this decision not yours to make, sister?"
"That's true... but I suggested we try it because I thought it would work... but now that I hear more, I'm not so sure..."

It was truly an ambiguous situation.

Of course, there was no need to rush. Time was always on our side.

Still, in terms of military strength, we were gradually falling behind.

They could form a decent army without even needing to fill it with soldiers.

"It might be good to strike them a bit, even if we can't take territory or push the front line."
"What would Albert do if you were me?"

Her voice was slightly tearful.

I spoke to her as she felt the weight of her position.

"If it were me, I'd say attack, but you're different from me."
"..."
"But don't forget that."

She tilted her head.

I told her:

"I'll follow whatever choice you make."
"..."
"That's true now and will be true when you become Emperor."

That's how it's been until now, how it is now, and how it will be in the future.

Because I am her sword and right hand.

Hearing those words, she raised her head while hiding her face.

"You can just cry if you want."
"I'm not... crying...?"
"Anyway, talk a lot with the Emperor and the people around him. I'll look into things on my end too."

We have quite a bit of time.

Of course, we need preparation time too, so we can't delay the decision too much, but we have at least a year.

It could be even later since we don't know exactly when.

"And you know from experience, a year is really long."

Riel spoke on behalf of her, who couldn't answer my words.

"You're good with words... In the end, you're saying 'I don't know, so I'll leave it to you, sister!'"
"I'm helping, aren't I? I'm not leaving everything to her."

And originally, there's not much I can decide.

I don't have the position or ability yet.

All I can do now is help her make better decisions and carry out her orders as best I can.

That's all.

"I still have a long way to go."
"But by then, you'll be in the special forces..."
"That's for then. I'm still far from it now."
"But you're really... getting insanely strong? Oh! And that skill... what was it?"
"What?"
"Don't play dumb."

Her eyes turned red, but she was still interested in that skill.

She seemed very curious.

"But why didn't you say anything then?"
"I was going to ask... but I forgot... because of that last thing..."
"So what is it?"
"What do you mean? You already know."
"Is it really... [Transcendence]?"

I nodded.

Riel, mouth agape, asked another question.

"How did you get it!? Is that possible?"
"There's a way to get everything."
"What kind of person is he..."

In the case of [Transcendence], I used it quite well this time.

And in the next battle, the one a year from now, I'll be able to use it even better.

"Everyone, look forward to it. Next time, you'll be even more surprised."
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At that moment.

In the Babylon Kingdom, a military council for upcoming battles was in full swing.

The leader of this meeting was, of course, Bael.

Normally, everyone would try their best to align with the king's opinions.

However, this time was slightly different.

"What I mentioned in the previous meeting, where does everyone think we should go with that?"
"..?"
"Is this for real..?"

Everyone was bewildered by the question.

That Bael, the Demon King, asking for his subordinates' opinions... this was unheard of.

Unable to believe what was happening, Agareus stared with wide eyes and asked him:

"Your Majesty... is this perhaps a dream?"
"Shut up and answer. I want to hear your opinions quickly."

Moved by Bael's words, he immediately shared his thoughts.

"My goodness... I believe we should head toward the Orion Kingdom. Without Your Majesty, facing the Emperor would be nothing short of suicide."
"What about the others?"

No one else voiced a different opinion, seemingly agreeing with Agareus.

To be honest, it seemed like no one had the courage to contradict Agareus's words.

Except for Lilith.

"Would it be too much of a gamble for me to participate?"
"To be frank, yes. It seems they can communicate without any spatial constraints."
"Such troublesome fellows."
"However, if all of our executioners participate, I believe we could manage even without Your Majesty."

But those words were far too arrogant.

First, it was conditional on not facing the Emperor, and it only considered their own strength without accounting for the enemy's forces.

Lilith, unable to let this pass, voiced her opinion.

"Isn't that incorrect?"
"The other side only fears Your Majesty when your passive skills [Lord of the Demon Castle] and [King of Demon Kind] are activated. Without them, we're at a disadvantage in terms of power."
"Then... what's your thought?"

Besides Agareus, Lilith was practically the only one who could speak without fear before Bael.

She stood up abruptly.

"First, entering from just one direction is too risky. If we all go together recklessly, there's a high chance we'll all die together."

Going all together was an even bigger gamble than having Bael participate.

If they won, they'd win the war outright, but if not, the opposite would happen.

"So?"
"We should split into at least two groups. That way, they'll have to divide their forces too. And I believe Your Majesty should also participate."

Bael was invincible when his passive skills [Lord of the Demon Castle] and [King of Demon Kind] were activated.

But even without them, he wasn't weak by any means.

He was at least on par with the Emperor of the Kainis Empire, if not stronger.

"Even without those skills activated, Your Majesty is still Babylon Kingdom's strongest force."
"What do you all think of this opinion?"

But again, like before, few could contradict Lilith's opinion.

Moreover, this time even Agareus seemed to favor her view, remaining silent.

Watching him just sitting there, staring at Bael, Lilith thought:

'That guy could just ask him to participate directly... he's so frustrating.'

Both Lilith and Agareus, for different reasons, wanted him to participate.

And their earnestness reached him.

"I'll consider it, since everyone seems to want that, and I think it's the right choice too."

It was a truly unfamiliar sight.

'Is something wrong with him?'

He wasn't usually like this.

Normally, these "meetings" were just times when he'd issue commands like "We're attacking on this date, so be prepared."

But this time, for whatever reason, there had been some change in his demeanor, making it somewhat resemble an actual meeting.

'Has he perhaps sensed some crisis?'

Whatever he had seen, it wasn't a bad change for Lilith.

Since he had started listening to his subordinates, it would be easier to make him move as she wanted.

Lilith expressed her gratitude:

"I am deeply honored, Your Majesty."

***

Lilith sat in her chair, listening to my story and looking at me.

"So, as you said, we'll be splitting into two groups."
"You don't know how they'll be divided yet, right?"
"Yeah, that hasn't been decided yet. But Phenex will definitely want to be on your side."

That's not bad, but it's not enough.

At least Vassago, Marbas, or even Agareus should come to our side to make things easier for the main force.

"It would be better if Agareus stays with you, away from Bael."
"You want to kill him first?"
"We can't kill Bael anyway; he'll avoid death at all costs."

Since we don't know what kind of insurance he might have, targeting the relatively easier Agareus makes sense.

Besides, unlike Bael, Agareus isn't skilled in magic.

"If we can just kill him, things will go much more favorably for us."
"Will it go according to plan?"
"That's impossible to know."

No matter how perfect the preparation, battles and wars are unpredictable.

There are no absolutes.

Variables will always exist, and our job is to minimize them.

"That's unexpected... I thought you'd say it would definitely work."
"You just need to do your part well."
"If it comes to that, we just need to kill those bastards together, right?"
"Winning is the issue. Most of our forces will be invested in the main group."

Still, there will be me, her, Marco, and Karina at least.

Depending on later information, more might be added.

That was the minimum force.

"Not bad, actually."
"What is?"
"Nothing."
"By the way... you seem really busy lately. Is something going on?"

Unusually, Lilith brought up a topic about my daily life.

She wasn't normally one to talk about such things.

After taking a sip of sweet fruit juice, I looked at the majestic figure of the Academy visible outside the café.

"It's the graduation exam now."
"Graduation? Already?"
"Yes, can't you see my uniform? I'm still a student."
"That's surprising. Is this exam difficult?"
"Not really. You know Marco, right?"

When I mentioned that, Lu, who had been quietly listening beside us, tilted her head.

Then she finally spoke.

"I know him, but so what?"
"I just need to beat him to pass."
"Is that possible?"
"He'll use a cheap mass-produced sword and won't use skills against ordinary students."
"But not against you?"
"Haha..."

She's right, I'm not ordinary. Or rather, I won't be treated as such. I asked for it myself.

I wish I hadn't said that now.

I sighed, thinking about my vague actions from the past.

"You're going to get crushed."
"Can't you win?"
"What nonsense... in my current state, I'd lose a hundred times out of a hundred."
"Really?"

Still, I can't give up.

One way or another, I need to graduate with top honors, and since I've already made that statement, I have to take responsibility.

"I should at least be able to wound him."
"Good luck, but don't get hurt pushing yourself too hard."
"Are you worried about me?"

Hearing that question, Lilith's cheeks turned red, and she turned her head away.

"No... not really. We're just on the same side, so don't get injured and miss training. You're not bad now, but you still have a long way to go."
"Your tongue is quite sharp. Well, see you next time. Oh, right. Take this."

I handed them an object.

Lilith and Lu couldn't even touch this new technology that didn't exist in their country.

They just stared blankly at the object in my hand.

"Won't you take it?"
"Why... this? Isn't this that magical tool humans use?"
"So we can contact each other easily without having to meet like this."

Hearing that, Lilith finally accepted the phone.

Then she randomly touched the screen.

Of course, the phone wouldn't respond normally, so I had to take out my own phone and explain everything step by step.

"This is the home button, when you press it..."

After about two hours of explanation, my mouth and back were in considerable pain.

It hurts.

So I immediately stood up.

"Is this enough? I think I need to head back to the dormitory now."
"Of course."
"And make sure no one finds out about those. It could cause unnecessary misunderstandings."

They'll probably just keep them somewhere safe since there's no use for them other than communication.

"Well, I don't know when, but I'll see you next time."

With that farewell, I returned to the Academy visible before me.

At the main gate, a woman seemed to be waiting for me.

As soon as she spotted me, she spoke in an uncharacteristically low tone.

"Where have you been? The graduation exam starts tomorrow."
"I'm not up until the third day anyway."
"Still, you should be preparing as much as possible..."
"You're one to talk..."

I reassured Aelin, who was showing unusual concern.

"Don't worry too much. I'll handle it just fine."
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Graduation.

It held so many meanings for me.

After all, the first thing I did after returning to the past was to enter this academy, so it couldn't be helped.

'Finally, three years...'

So many things had happened.

It was filled with experiences I could never have had in my previous life.

Even knowing the future, I couldn't predict everything, and about half of what happened was completely new.

And the beginning of all those events was, of course, entering the Imperial Academy.

"It's really graduation time now. Time flies so fast."
"Weren't you just complaining about how boring it was?"

Sometimes I thought time moved incredibly slowly.

But looking back now at the end, time had always been diligently flowing by.

It was just a matter of perception.

"It's fast..."
"You said you were dying of boredom."
"That was then."
"You keep changing your mind..."

Of course, time passing quickly wasn't entirely a good thing.

A huge mountain was waiting ahead of us.

Time passing quickly meant that the moment we had to climb that mountain was drawing near.

And I didn't want that.

"It still feels a bit..."
"What?"

Always with that not-quite-serious tone and behavior.

Yet not overly excited either. I asked such a person:

"What do you think would happen if you get completely destroyed in the next battle?"
"Then I'd be destroyed, what else? What's the big deal?"

Allin, showing such a calm demeanor, resembling someone I knew.

Seeing her like that made me feel a bit uncomfortable, as if I was looking at myself.

"You really do resemble each other."
"Who? With whom? I'm asking because I'm afraid I know..."
"You and me."

Allin's face crumpled upon hearing those words that even I thought might be inappropriate.

She looked at me with concern and asked:

"Are you sick...? What's wrong? Should we go to the hospital?"
"Don't overreact."
"If it's not that, then this couldn't possibly be happening..."

I turned my gaze away from the overdramatic Allin and looked at the others who were extremely tense.

They had trembling pupils and bodies.

And faces that had turned pale with anxiety.

"Don't be too nervous, it won't do you any good."

I was the one who had been making a fuss about the graduation exam since the day before yesterday, but they were the ones who were actually nervous.

Especially Briton and Chris.

Reina, on the other hand, had a blank expression as if she wasn't thinking about anything.

'Looks like she's... confident.'

There were quite a few students different from Reina.

Almost everyone except our party members, in fact.

Of course, it wasn't surprising since being nervous was actually the normal reaction.

"It's natural to be nervous, but try to stay as relaxed as possible. You'll all pass anyway."
"I know that... but I can't help feeling anxious. But seriously, you and her don't seem nervous at all?"

Chris said this while looking back and forth between me and Reina.

With eyes that seemed envious.

Reina put down her drink after receiving that gaze.

"Me?"
"Yeah, you."
"Really? I thought I was pretty nervous."

Yet even now, Reina's tone was nothing but calm.

Chris stared at Allin with disbelief, as her expression contradicted her words completely.

"Well... I guess that's how you feel."
"I'd like to land at least one hit... but that probably won't happen, will it?"
"That depends on you, but I think you could."
"You might even land three hits."

With [Stealth] and [Lightning Flash], Reina could definitely land at least one hit.

When I said that, Reina spoke with an expectant tone.

"Are you really going to win?"
"Well... I'm not sure."
"What do you mean you're not sure? That's so vague."
"It's almost 2 o'clock, get ready to go."
"Oh right... I'm doomed..."

Chris became even more nervous as his turn approached.

He was even scheduled to take the exam today, on the first day.

I spoke to him as he walked determinedly toward the exam hall, fully prepared:

"Do well. Don't be too disappointed if you can't land a single hit, that's normal."
"Thanks so fucking much..."
"You're welcome."

His back as he left looked somewhat pitiful.

Like a warrior leaving his sanctuary for what might be the final battle of his life.

***

And there was a warrior waiting for the examinees on the battlefield, arms crossed.

Though he was just standing there with his arms crossed, doing nothing, his body naturally exuded the indescribable aura unique to the powerful.

However, no one had properly sensed that aura yet.

"As expected... there's not much to do..."

Everyone had failed, unable to clear even the second trial.

And even if they somehow managed to clear the second trial, most were either in critical condition and gave up, or couldn't even regain their senses properly.

Because of this, participating in the trials of approximately 1,500 students wasn't particularly tiring.

Rather, he had energy to spare.

"I'm bored... when is their turn?"

Marco was thinking about them—specifically him—who had the highest possibility of reaching the third trial in perfect condition.

A boy appeared before Marco.

Like the other students so far, his body was stained with blood.

But there was a difference.

"It's not his own blood."

And the fact that he showed no signs of fatigue was another difference.

The boy greeted him with a confident voice.

"It's been a while, sir."
"I don't think I'm old enough to be called 'sir'... anyway, it's been a while, Chris."

Chris knew very well that he was going to lose.

He had thought so from the beginning, and now that he felt Marco's aura, that belief was even more certain.

But he wasn't intimidated and instead stood there proudly.

"You seem quite confident? As expected of the young master."
"So what?"

A voice impossibly calm.

But behind that voice lay great anxiety.

Of course, Marco couldn't notice this fact, as the Chris in his memory was more than capable of such confidence.

Marco pointed his sword at him.

Chris looked at the sword and muttered.

"It looks like trash... but it doesn't seem that way at all."

A completely unremarkable sword, one that looked like it had been rotting in some local training ground for about five years.

But in Marco's hands, its appearance changed.

Though not at all sharp, it looked as keen as a blade honed thousands of times, and though not at all sturdy, it appeared as hard as dragon skin.

Of course, knowing it wasn't actually like that didn't matter.

"Just in case, don't go easy on me."
"I wasn't planning to. Just don't cry after taking a few hits."
"Shut up!"

With a momentary shout, Chris overcame the anxiety hidden within him.

He charged like a tiger that had spotted its prey.

Then he threw a [Reinforced] punch.

-Thud!!-

The punch was blocked too easily.

It was a fairly powerful punch, but Marco blocked it with no effort at all.

Marco smiled as if amused.

"Not bad, though."

Considering he was a priest, it was a punch with power that could be admired.

But that wasn't what mattered now.

What mattered was that no matter how powerful his punch was for a priest, it wouldn't reach Marco.

Marco lightly grabbed that fist and kicked him in the abdomen.

-Thud!!-

Then he punched him in the face.

-Thud! Thwack!!-

Until now, Chris had maintained his perfect condition, perhaps due to the priest's unique recovery ability.

But that perfect condition, achieved through so much effort, was shattered by Marco's punches.

Marco continued throwing punches without holding back for a student or the son of a noble family.

-Thwack!! Thud!!!-

With each hit, bright red blood flowed from Chris's nose, and red bruises formed all over his face.

Yet Chris didn't give up and kept reaching forward even as he was being hit.

-Swish! Swoosh!-

His punches cutting through empty air looked pitifully inadequate.

He kept looking at his punches that couldn't reach their target and cursed.

"Ah... shit..."
"Your foul mouth hasn't changed either."
"Does beating me up like this make you feel good?"
"Not bad."

Even using his unique skill to maximize his combat power, he couldn't overcome the wall before him.

He glared at the wall that was absolutely insurmountable with his current abilities.

"Why don't you just end this?"
"If the student surrenders, we can end it right away."
"Shut up and finish it."
"What... stubborn pride..."

Marco approached him, who was just being needlessly stubborn.

Then he threw a final punch at his abdomen.

With all his might.

-THUD!!!!-
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In the end, he couldn't reach it.

But this struggle wasn't meaningless.

Until now, there were countless people who couldn't even do that much, and there would be countless more after.

"Still, young master Chris has done the best so far."

So far.

Those words implied that someday this fact would change, and no sooner had he finished speaking than another student appeared.

Like Chris earlier, this student also approached Marco with a rather relaxed demeanor.

He had seen this student before too.

'It's that kid.'

Two years ago, the female student who was with that student named Albert in the Colosseum.

She too looked quite different from back then, just like him.

Unlike Chris earlier, the female student, without a single drop of blood on her clothes, spoke for the first time.

"From now on, I'll be number one, at least until tomorrow."

Those words foretold many things.

They contained considerable confidence and respect for the one who would take this exam two days later.

Hearing this, Marco smiled.

"Interesting."
"What's interesting?"
"You always seem to be thinking about that boy Albert."
"What..? WHAT!?"
"Am I wrong?"

Marco's innocent question contained absolutely no ulterior motive.

Nevertheless, for some reason, Reina didn't say anything in response.

Instead, she raised her sword and pointed it at him.

"It seems you don't want to answer."
"..."

The moment she raised her sword, Marco doubted if this was the same girl who had been embarrassed by his question earlier.

Reina's attitude was that serious and cold.

Marco was taken aback by this sudden change.

"Now you truly have the aura of an assassin."
"..."

Still saying nothing, Reina immediately used her unique skill that symbolized assassins.

[Stealth].

-Swoosh-

Reina completely concealed herself without moving a single millimeter from that spot.

Along with any trace of energy or fighting spirit.

Perfect [Stealth]—truly worthy of being the most coveted skill of all assassins in this world.

"To think I can't sense any presence at all..."

Marco raised his sword and looked around.

But no matter where he looked, not even Reina's shadow could be seen.

All that was visible was the appearance of the examination site.

"That's certainly overpowered."

At that moment, a faint energy was felt from behind.

Along with that energy, a finely sharpened blade aimed for his head.

-Swish!-

He didn't panic despite the sudden ambush and immediately ducked his head.

As expected, the ambush failed to catch him, and Reina's sword sliced through empty air.

-Whoosh!-

In that moment, Reina's body was exposed.

But she didn't allow that opening to last and immediately used [Stealth] to conceal herself again.

Marco advised Reina, who had once again vanished before his eyes.

"At this rate, you'll run out of mana."

And as if telling him to shut up, Reina immediately continued her attack.

The first energy was felt from behind, just like before.

So Marco turned around immediately, just as before.

But there was no one there.

"Where are you looking?"

That voice from behind.

Along with that voice, a loud crackling sound pierced his ears.

-Crackle! Crackle!-

Marco hurriedly turned around as soon as he heard that sound.

But it was already too late.

-Thunk!! Crackle!!-

Reina's sword pierced through his body.

At that moment, fresh blood burst from his body and mouth.

Soon after, the smell of blood filled the examination site.

Reina, with blood splattered on her sword, body, and even face, inhaled the scent of that beautiful crimson and said:

"I told you, didn't I? That I would be number one."

Unlike the previous students, Reina had reached him.

She had even inflicted a wound.

A large wound that might remain as a scar on his body for the rest of his life.

Fortunately, however, he wasn't someone who would fall from an attack of that level.

Despite spitting out that much blood, he was relatively fine.

He firmly gripped the sword still embedded in his stomach to prevent it from being pulled out.

Then he swung his sword at Reina, whose movement was restricted because of this.

-Swish! Whoosh!!-

Reina had no choice but to abandon her sword to avoid his attack.

Having given up her sword, Reina distanced herself from him.

Only then did Marco pull out the sword stuck in his stomach.

"Ugh...!"

The pain felt each time the blade cut through flesh.

That pain was much worse than when his stomach was first pierced.

Excruciating pain that made his consciousness fade.

But he endured it.

Marco raised the removed sword and pointed it at Reina.

"Do you want to continue?"
"Tch... I should have just tried to hold out."

A voice filled with regret.

There is no future for a warrior who has lost their weapon.

She could fight barehanded, but rather than doing something so foolish, it was a hundred times better to surrender.

Knowing this better than anyone, Reina finally raised both hands.

"I surrender, I surrender."
"..."

Despite her declaration of surrender, Marco just stood there.

Reina asked him:

"I said I surrender, didn't I?"
"Don't try to pull anything, press the button."
"Tch... what a shame..."

Surrender is only processed when students press the button on the watch they wear on their wrist themselves.

A trick using that rule.

But of course, it didn't work on Marco.

"You're quite perceptive..."

After that, Reina obediently pressed the button on her wristwatch.

Then a modest bell sound announcing the end of the exam rang throughout the examination site.

As soon as the exam ended, Marco sat down on the ground, breathing heavily, and priests appeared to heal him.

Seeing this made her feel guilty.

"Maybe I should have gone easier on him?"

Feeling embarrassed that she, the examinee, hadn't received a single wound, Reina approached Marco, who was in the opposite condition.

Then she offered him words of apology.

"I'm... sorry..."
"For what?"
"It was cowardly... stabbing you and then surrendering..."

If Albert had been there, he would have definitely scolded her for what she did.

But Marco's thoughts were slightly different.

"An assassin is supposed to be cowardly. Don't worry about it too much."
"Oh, alright."
"By the way, did you also train under Albert's guidance?"
"Yes, he even helped me awaken..."

Reina became excited, happy, and shy at the mere mention of him.

It was nice to see.

But realistically, it wasn't a good sign at all.

Of course, he had no intention of interfering in the kids' romance.

"As I thought... Albert seems to have a talent for teaching others."
"Yes! I really think so too! Although... he can be a bit rough!"

But seeing this, he couldn't help but say something.

"Reina."
"Yes?"
"If things get difficult or seem impossible, surrender like you did today."
"What? What do you mean..."
"It's just an old man's meddling, so you can ignore it if you want, but I'd like to see you happy."

With those final words, Marco stood up even though his treatment wasn't finished.

He returned the sword to Reina and said:

"We are dangerous people who don't even know when or where we might die."
"Those words..."
"What is it?"
"Ah... it's nothing! Just something I've heard before..."

Those words that were still clearly etched in her memory.

Reina recalled the moment when she first felt attracted to him.

It was more than two years ago.

***

As always, after finishing training and about to return to the dormitory.

The sound of a heavy sword cutting through the air was heard.

"Still at it? Who could it be?"

Reina was secretly watching a boy who remained until the end, swinging his sword.

"Ah... it's him..."

The one who always worked hard and took good care of his party members.

He had even helped with Reina's awakening during the recent midterm exams.

"But why did he do that...?"
"Do what?"
"Eeeek!!!"

Startled by the sudden voice, Reina screamed in shock.

"Ah... sorry, I guess that was pretty startling."
"No...! It's just me not paying attention."
"But more importantly, what were you talking about earlier?"
"Earlier? Oh... I was wondering why you helped with my awakening."
"Oh, that?"

Reina spoke before he could respond in what seemed like a dismissive tone.

"In a way, we're all competitors, right? Even if we're in the same party. So I was wondering why you did it. You often help other kids too."
"I just want you to be a little happier."

That answer was completely unexpected.

And happiness... it was too abstract.

"Happiness?"
"Yeah, we're people who will do dangerous work where we don't know when or where we might die, right? I just don't want you to be unhappy because you lack strength when you become that kind of person."

You...

Those words sounded as if he himself had experienced that.

Reina repeated his words.

"Without becoming unhappy... then what about you?"
"Of course, the same goes for me. That's why I work hard like this and meddle in your affairs. I want all of us to be happy."
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Reina returned with a strange expression on her face, making it difficult to tell what she was thinking.

I asked Reina, who seemed to be looking past me rather than at me.

"So how did it go?"

Chris's result was as expected.

And for a priest, just making it through the second trial was impressive enough, so not landing a single hit wasn't an issue at all.

'But she seems to think it's a problem...'

Still, that attitude was good.

If you become satisfied with your current self, you can't move on to the next level.

Hearing my question, Reina seemed to snap back to reality and stared blankly at her sword.

"Well... it wasn't bad."
"Really?"

Judging by her expression, it seemed quite bad, but apparently it went better than expected.

With an unreadable expression, Reina asked me a question.

"I want to ask you something... Let's say you managed to exploit an opening and stabbed your opponent in the stomach."

From her tone, it was clear she was talking about herself.

"And then?"
"But the opponent grabbed the sword tightly so it wouldn't come out."
"Ah..."
"And then they started swinging their sword at me in that state. What should I have done?"

Marco was certainly no ordinary person.

To make such a calm judgment even with a sword stuck in his stomach...

He wasn't the Hero for nothing.

And Reina was also impressive for inflicting such a wound on Marco.

"That's not just 'not bad,' that's good. To be honest, that's more than enough."
"But... I feel like I could have done better."

She must have felt disappointed.

After all, she had managed to stab him in the stomach, which was practically a winning position.

I offered one piece of advice to Reina, who had pushed him to that point.

"The correct answer in that situation is actually to abandon the sword. If you've already inflicted that level of injury, you could win even without a weapon, unless there's an enormous skill gap."

However, since there was indeed an enormous skill gap between Reina and Marco, the correct answer was slightly different.

"But in this case, there was a huge skill gap, so the right decision would have been to hold your ground and protect your sword at all costs, even if you got cut or beaten up."
"I see... I should have done that."
"But in a real battle, your judgment would have been correct."

In this case, one could say that Reina's preparation was insufficient.

There was no rule stating that you could only bring one weapon to the test, but Reina had only brought that single sword.

"Your judgment was right, but you should have brought another weapon, unlike me who can always retrieve my weapons."
"You're right..."
"Of course, that's just hindsight."

This was a hindsight-based observation that could only come after a perfect process.

"And you did well enough. That's sufficient."
"Really!?"

When I nodded in response to her question, Reina smiled with a flushed face, seemingly pleased.

Seeing her like this made me feel proud.

However, that expression didn't last long.

"But even with this level, I still can't join the Special Forces right after graduation, right?"

Her expression was a mix of anxiety and expectation.

I didn't want to see her earlier expression disappear.

But I had no choice but to betray her current expectations and tell her the reality.

"Of course not. You probably won't make it."

Reina swallowed bitterly upon hearing those words.

As if she had known all along that's what I would say.

Yet, for some reason, Reina maintained a rather bright expression.

"That's unexpected."
"Unlike you, I'm still lacking."
"..."
"When I compared myself to the current Special Forces members... I seemed so insignificant. But you're different."

Her conclusion was different from what I had thought.

I believed I was still far behind the current Special Forces members like Marco, Amelia, and Kyle.

But from someone else's perspective, it seemed somewhat different.

"Your current skills aren't that lacking, and above all, your potential is outstanding."
"The same goes for you, you know? Could you please stop talking as if that's not the case when you're only 19?"

Reina also had outstanding potential.

After all, she had demonstrated such skill at the young age of 19, without any special equipment or a high-performance sword.

Yet Reina showed an extremely humble attitude.

"Well... it's a bit awkward to say this, but I do think I'm pretty good. But compared to you, I'm nowhere close."
"So what will you do?"
"We're in the middle of a war, right? And according to you, a major battle will happen not long after we graduate."

Reina looked straight into my eyes and continued.

"So after graduation, I'm planning to join a mercenary group that's actively working."
"Then..."
"That doesn't mean I'm giving up on the Special Forces. I really want to try that. So I'll build up my skills through mercenary or party activities for a while, then apply."

Reina confidently shared her career plans.

She looked cool, unlike her usual self—extremely cool.

"That's a good idea."

***

About two days after the start.

Finally, my turn was right around the corner.

I arrived at the exam venue fully prepared and was chatting with our party members.

"It's a shame we can't watch. This is something we really should see."
"I know... couldn't they at least let us watch this one?"
"I don't want that."

If I gave permission, I could let others watch the exam process.

But I didn't do that.

Because I thought I might lose.

I didn't want to show that unsightly appearance to others.

"Why?"
"Just because."
"Albert, you may enter now."

The staff member's guidance.

Hearing those words, my heart suddenly started racing, even though I had been perfectly fine until just a moment ago.

But thanks to Chris's encouragement that followed, I felt a bit better.

"That's too bad... Anyway! Go win. You might not be the first, but you should be the second."
"I hope I can."

After expressing my modest wish, I immediately followed the staff member's guidance and entered the exam venue.

"Ugh...!"

That familiar sense of dissonance.

Though I had never experienced it directly, a feeling like being swallowed by an abyss engulfed my entire body.

It was something I always felt, but showed no signs of getting used to.

When that feeling ended and my vision cleared, I finally took in the scene before me.

"A colosseum?"

A place almost identical to the colosseum I had visited before, even down to the electronic scoreboard in the middle of the stands.

I was placed right in the center of that place.

"What is this...?"

Being alone in such a vast space made me feel empty.

But that feeling suddenly disappeared when the scoreboard unexpectedly turned on and someone's voice abruptly rang out.

-We will now begin the Imperial Academy graduation exam. The graduation exam consists of three trials, and we will determine pass or fail, as well as rankings, based on how students navigate these trials and their results.-

Rankings.

In truth, passing was a given, and the ranking was what mattered.

-Note that there is no time limit, and if we determine that a student's life is in danger, the exam will be immediately terminated. Please keep that in mind. That is all.-

With those words, the announcement completely vanished.

And at that moment, numerous monsters rushed out from both entrances of the colosseum.

"Couldn't they at least wish me luck? How disappointing..."

I summoned my sword while criticizing the academy broadcasting department for their complete lack of manners.

-Woong!!-

Numerous monsters.

There were approximately three hundred of them, of about 100 different species.

"They've prepared quite well."

Although the monster species were almost all different, they seemed to be under some kind of hypnosis, as they didn't even look at each other and were rushing toward me at a frightening speed.

They weren't even intimidated by my sword.

"This is creepy..."

Those monsters ran like mad for about 10 seconds and arrived right in front of me.

I swung my sword at the goblin horde that reached me first.

-Slash!! Slash!!!-

Bodies so weak they were cut in half with just a light swing.

Red blood poured from those bodies that fell like autumn leaves.

"How annoying..."

Monsters jumping at me to die, following those goblins.

I gave those monsters a small gift.

-Gooo!!-

That gift seemed excited as if meeting prey after a long time, and like a fish in water, it stirred around the colosseum, devouring its prey.

The monsters' flesh and organs were all torn apart, and even the blood and bones that splattered everywhere were completely swallowed.

Still, those gruesome scenes didn't last long.

"It's quite clean in its own way."

The colosseum returned to its original state in less than 5 minutes.

Now the only traces of battle remaining here were at most the footprints of the monsters.

I looked at those footprints.

"Everyone... must have struggled here, huh?"

But if one struggled here, it would be impossible to pass the next trial.

After all, this was just the first trial.

-Clunk!!-

Without even giving a minute's break, the colosseum entrance opened again.

About 20 monsters entered the colosseum arena through that entrance.

"Some rather familiar faces."
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I had seen this sight before.

It was the same situation as the field-type dungeon I experienced during the midterm exams in my first year.

"Minotaurs."

The horde of minotaurs I had seen back then.

That same group appeared before me once again.

While this was a welcome sight for me, there couldn't be anything more terrifying for the other students.

"This... can other students really clear this?"

So this was why graduation from the Imperial Academy was so difficult, and why they acknowledged those who couldn't graduate.

Indeed, for ordinary students, this level of difficulty would be impossible to overcome even if they died and came back to life.

-Grrrr..!!-

They made unpleasant growling sounds as they watched me warily.

At least they weren't charging headfirst like those creatures from earlier, so they seemed to have some intelligence.

But in the end, that might have been better for them.

"Though it's all the same in the end."

-Gooooh..!-

Just like before, I slashed through the air with my sword filled with the abyss.

The abyss emerged from the sword and charged forward at an insane speed.

If the minotaurs had done that...

"They might have landed a hit?"

The charging abyss devoured its prey voraciously, like a beggar who hadn't eaten for a week.

The minotaur horde was swallowed by the suddenly appearing predator.

And it took less than two minutes.

"Ugh..."

Just like before, watching it consume all the blood and entrails flowing from them made my stomach churn.

After cleanly dispatching them, the abyss returned to me silently.

Unlike usual, it didn't immediately enter the sword but waited quietly in front of me.

"What do you want?"
-Gooo..-

I had no idea what it was saying, but it seemed to be speaking.

It was fascinating.

A being with no body, no organs, and no brain was trying to communicate with me... what a strange world we live in.

I asked the mysterious entity:

"Are you asking for praise?"
-Goo!-

The abyss moved around excitedly.

For some reason, it was quite adorable.

I couldn't help but smile at its childlike behavior.

I had fallen for this cute being's charm.

"Alright, you did well."
-Gooooo!!!-

The abyss was genuinely delighted by the praise.

Then, seemingly satisfied, it trembled slightly and entered my sword.

This was truly an absurd situation.

But it wasn't bad in its own way.

"It's surprisingly cute."

To think that a being that devours all magical power and living creatures could be so adorable.

It was a new discovery.

Of course, I also had questions.

'Why suddenly? Why?'

It was true that the rank of [Sword of the Distant Abyss] had increased.

Initially, it was S-, but now it had reached S+.

"Is it because of the rank?"

From another perspective, it could be seen as a sign that the rank was about to increase further.

Of course, I didn't know if that was actually the case.

Setting those thoughts aside for now, I picked up my sword again.

-Click!-
"What's because of the rank?"

About five minutes after the second trial ended.

Marco, holding just a cheap sword, entered the colosseum arena.

"I guess there are no exceptions after all?"
"Yes, I asked, but they said it's difficult to grade and, more importantly, Albert could be in danger, so we should proceed as usual."
"Really... unnecessary worry."

Though I said this, I didn't actually mind.

I did want to fight Marco without penalties, but winning came first.

After all, as Chris said earlier, I wanted to at least be second.

"And the academy seems to have high expectations."
"Expectations?"
"Yes, they're expecting Albert to defeat you. Especially Professor Gloria."

Hearing that gave me a boost of energy.

The more support, the better.

When I smiled at those words, Marco commented on my smile.

"You seem to enjoy those expectations, Albert."
"Not particularly. I'm actually quite nervous right now."
"That expression doesn't make your words very convincing."

In truth, it was half right and half wrong.

Half was nervousness, and the other half was anticipation.

The anticipation of having an interesting battle.

I told him:

"Since it seems unfair for only you to have a penalty, I'll give myself one as well."
"What kind of confidence is that?"
"I think it'll be more fun this way."

With those words, I activated [Mortal's End].

-Woong!!-

Then, pointing my sword at him, I continued:

"You know my sword has special abilities, right? I won't use those or the new skill I recently acquired."
"I know about the sword's ability... but a new skill? What's that?"
"I guess you haven't seen the video yet."

There was a video recording of the battle that took place when I went to the Orion Kingdom.

Of course, that video was kept by the country and not released to the public.

Still, I thought Marco would have seen it... but apparently not.

"It exists. I'll tell you about it later. After I make the hero surrender."
"Interesting."

Marco pointed his sword at me, just as I had done to him.

We were watching each other, gauging the situation.

Clearly, thanks to the effects of [Mortal's End] and [Sword of the Distant Abyss], I had the statistical advantage.

Yet, I couldn't just charge in recklessly.

'He's calm.'

Steady breathing and precise footwork.

And those eyes, as if he already knew where I would go, casting glances along predetermined paths.

I knew it already, but he was truly exceptional.

"Not bad."
"Isn't that a skill that uses your life force as collateral? Then it would be better to settle this quickly."
"You know too much."

The moment I spoke, his concentration seemed to waver slightly. Unlike before, he couldn't predict my movement path.

At that moment...

"Of course..."

I threw my sword toward his left foot.

Surprised by the sudden attack, he turned his attention there.

I seized that moment.

Using [Swift], I charged forward and swung my fist toward his sword hand.

But he quickly regained his composure and responded to the attack, firmly grasping my incoming fist.

-Grip!!-

Marco applied pressure in that position.

Without my sword, I lacked strength and couldn't immediately escape from Marco.

Instead, I summoned my sword again and clashed with his.

-Clang!!-

By gripping the sword again, my previous strength returned.

I shook off his hand and focused on breaking his sword.

-Clang!! Kwang!-

Of course, Marco was aware of this and didn't yield easily.

I was clearly stronger.

Yet, the advantage didn't shift to my side.

"You're truly impressive."

I had the upper hand in fundamentals as well.

However, unlike me, he was wielding his sword defensively.

A fluid swordsmanship like flowing water, it rarely showed openings, and even when gaps appeared, he somehow managed to cover them.

"I'm just defending."

At that moment, contrary to his words, Marco aimed for my head.

But that attack was too ambitious.

I responded by tilting my head, avoiding the sword, and then counterattacked toward his exposed body.

-Thud!!-

Like Reina the day before yesterday, I stabbed my sword into his stomach.

Red blood began to trickle out.

But Marco didn't care about that and instead changed the trajectory of his sword to swing at me again.

-Thud!!-

His attack was successful.

Though he aimed for my body, having the sword stuck in my hand must have been disappointing.

Still, a success was a success.

Red blood flowed from my hand where the sword had pierced through, and an excruciating pain, as if I had lost consciousness, emanated from there.

Marco smiled at the sight.

But there was one fact Marco overlooked.

"Not caring about wounds... you're not the only one who can do that."

With the sword still stuck in my hand, I pulled out the sword embedded in his stomach and swung it at him again.

First at his torso, then his legs, then his arms, I swung the sword relentlessly.

-Slash!! Swoosh!! Thud!!-

I cut, slashed, and stabbed.

Numerous wounds appeared on his body, and the blood from those wounds stained both him and me.

He didn't just stand there either.

At first, he gritted his teeth and swung his sword, causing many wounds on me as well.

But now he was lying motionless on the ground.

More accurately, he couldn't move.

His body couldn't endure anymore.

I looked down at him, who could no longer even stand.

A blood-stained appearance, and though not to the same extent, I probably didn't look much better.

I felt like I might collapse.

But I gritted my teeth and endured.

'Because the test isn't over yet.'

And Marco, too, remained conscious until the end.

"It was... definitely fun..."
"You can say that in your condition?"
"You're not in great shape either..."
"Damn... I'm going to get scolded again."
"Same here..."

At that moment, I heard the footsteps of priests rushing to the arena.

I expressed my regret at that fact.

"I should have just used all my skills from the start and gotten your surrender comfortably..."
"That would have been boring... this outcome makes it more meaningful."

With his painful body, Marco somehow managed to share an interesting fact with me.

"Even the Emperor, during the Imperial Academy's third trial, gave his all but couldn't remain standing until the end."
"Is that so? That's a relief then..."

Hearing that made me even more determined not to collapse.

So I stood there upright, waiting for the priests to arrive.

Until the very end.
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"Are you insane?"

Deep anger palpable even through the phone.

I'm not sure what she saw, but she was speaking as if she had clearly witnessed yesterday's events.

"Um... did you see it?"
"How could I not have seen it?"
"I'm sorry... but this time it was actually quite safe... though you probably won't believe me."

In truth, my life force never dropped below single digits, and I had [Desperate Survival], so it was safe.

At least that's what I thought.

What I thought...

"Right... of course you'd say that."
"I'm sorry."
"You don't need to apologize. I just called because I got upset after seeing that video."
"I'm sorry for making you feel that way. I could have avoided it."
"Come to think of it, why did you let him win?"

I wondered when that question would come up.

The fact that she saw a video rather than photos means she also knows I didn't use [Transcendence] against the Abyss.

I answered with what was barely an excuse.

"If he had to face a penalty, I should too."
"Ah... that was your only reason?"
"I'm truly sorry."
"But that video... everyone except me seemed to think well of it."

It seemed she wasn't the only one who watched the video.

From what she's saying, it sounds like everyone viewed the video positively.

Though they might have just said that in front of her.

"Who saw it?"
"Well, Riel... my parents, and a few others."
"That's good then."

Those "few others" were probably people from the Orion Kingdom's military.

Otherwise, she would have mentioned them by name.

"When I showed them the video and asked them to believe in you, they all said they understood."
"So is that why our side is planning to attack first?"
"If the situation doesn't change, yes."

Not bad news.

But if someone asked whether it was good news, I wouldn't have been able to give any answer.

'It's really ambiguous...'

It's truly ambiguous, but still doable.

If we're not foolishly charging into the Demon King's castle to fight, it's definitely doable.

But there's also a sufficient possibility of losing.

"I'm really... anxious about this."
"We can't just sit around getting beaten, can we?"
"That's why I'm even more anxious."

If we don't attack, they'll attack us.

Either way, we have to fight.

"I feel the same..."

In truth, she must be feeling the most pressure and anxiety.

If the troops are split into two, she would become the commander of the second unit.

"Don't feel too burdened. Try to think of it lightly. Lightly."
"How can I think of it lightly..."
"That's also part of your ability."

Staying calm and commanding troops without tension in a situation where anyone would be nervous.

That's also one of the abilities a commander must possess.

"But... it'll be fine, probably."
"Probably?"
"It's not something we can easily be certain about, right? And as I said earlier, I'm a bit anxious."

Actually, it's not just a bit—I'm quite anxious.

I'm worried something major might happen with the main force, not our unit.

It would be fine if something happened to our unit.

After all, we have Lilith, or I could just use [Transcendence] to boost my agility and escape.

But if the main force loses, there would be no turning back.

"Or should I just join the main force instead?"
"No...! Absolutely not!"
"But with Lilith here, this side would somehow manage—"
"No... absolutely not."
"Alright."

She seemed just as anxious as I was.

Of course, not knowing what exactly she was anxious about, I couldn't say anything.

"But... what if the main force loses?"
"What? Is that why Albert has been feeling anxious?"

She asked with an incredulous tone.

I could understand her feelings.

Logically speaking, she wouldn't think the main force would lose.

And I knew it too.

That our main force wasn't so unreliable.

But for some reason, I felt uneasy.

"Yes."
"Why worry about that... Of course they'll win."
"Nothing is certain in war."

Unless there's an overwhelming difference in power, battles contain countless variables.

And the power difference between the two main forces isn't large enough to ignore these variables.

"Sometimes the side expected to win loses, and the side expected to lose wins."
"Don't say things like that... They say words can become reality."
"I'm just saying I have a bad feeling."

It could simply be my mood.

That's why I couldn't continue speaking.

Any more would just be stubbornness. And talking about it wouldn't change anything.

"You can just ignore what I said."
"When you say that, it makes me think about it more..."
"I'm sorry for being so stubborn."
"You don't have to... go that far..."

I got up from the bed where I had been lying, my body still aching.

Then, with the phone still at my ear, I walked out of the infirmary.

"No, I'm really sorry. I should have been stubborn elsewhere..."
"I just heard a door close—don't tell me you left the infirmary!?"
"You know me so well."
"You're still hurt...!"

Hearing her voice filled with concern gave me strength.

It made me want to try harder and be more stubborn.

"Don't worry, I'm much better now."
"Really... you're impossible..."
"But I've been taking breaks as needed."

I flung open the door to the dungeon strategy room and went inside.

As soon as I entered, Aelin recognized me and came running over.

Why is she here... just my luck.

"Hey! Are you crazy!? Why are you here in that condition!?"
"Is that Aelin? Please stop him..."
"Unni! But... I can't control this guy, and..."

When she graduated and left the academy, Aelin used to try to stop me when I acted like this.

But after I ignored her advice and kept pushing myself, she eventually gave up.

However, today she seemed determined not to let it slide.

"Today, you really can't."
"Can't you just let me through?"
"No, go back and get some rest! What do you think you can do in that condition!?"
"I'm doing this because I'm anxious... because I'm anxious..."

I'm anxious about the current situation, my abilities, and the future.

After coming this far, I didn't want to experience those things again.

I just wanted to end it with my suffering alone.

"Can't you just let me do this...?"
"That's your problem."
"Problem? What?"
"Why do you always try to suffer alone and end things by yourself? Are we just decorations?"

She wasn't wrong.

But she wasn't right either.

I don't know about later, but right now, they were indeed decorations.

"..."
"If that's how it is, why did you teach us? If you were going to do everything alone?"
"That's because... you're still lacking..."
"That's why we're all here like this, trying to exceed your expectations. Have some faith in us."

Hearing those words, I finally remembered their existence.

Until now, I had only considered myself and her as effective forces.

'Come to think of it... that's true...'

If they attain a certain level of skill, I could just entrust the second unit to them.

As I mentioned earlier, we have Lilith as a reliable ally.

"Don't you trust us? Were we such trash in your eyes?"
"That's... not it..."
"Then have some faith in us. We'll show you what we can do."

It was strange to hear such words from someone who originally had no faith at all.

And I could feel that she had many complaints about me all this time.

"What if it doesn't work? What if I leave it to you and come back to find everyone wiped out?"
"Then we'd already be dead, wouldn't we?"
"Come to think of it... that's true..."
"If we fail, we just die, that's all."
"You shouldn't say such things so easily."

But Aelin's tone was far from joking.

Rather, she spoke with an utterly serious tone and voice.

"If I'm willing to say I'll die if I fail, can't you trust me?"
"..."
"Can't you trust me? You're so frustrating."
"Fine! I get it! I'll go back... I'll go back..."

This time, I lost.

How could I continue being stubborn when she put it like that...

Returning to the infirmary as promised, I lay down on the bed.

Then I spoke to her, who had been chattering contentedly since earlier.

"Are you that happy about it?"
"Come to think of it, I wasn't considering our party members."
"Yeah..."
"You definitely have a tendency to try to handle everything by yourself, Albert."

I thought I had gotten rid of that tendency, but apparently not.

"Is that so?"
"Yes! Now that you've been scolded properly, let's move as a team in the next battle, okay?"
"We need to meet first before we can move as a team or not."
"You'll just need to provide support. You don't lack anything in terms of skill or connections."
"I wanted to get in solely based on my abilities."

Of course, one can join the Special Forces even with slightly lacking abilities.

Like Marco or Amelia, if their future looks promising.

I also had a promising future, but I didn't want to get in that way.

"Most people currently active in the Special Forces were about Albert's level when they first joined. Or even weaker."

I was a bit skeptical.

Comparing myself now to when I applied and was accepted into the Special Forces in my previous life, or to other successful applicants, I was still somewhat lacking.

"You're not just saying that to boost my confidence, are you?"
"Of course not. Albert, just wait comfortably for graduation now. Don't push yourself unnecessarily again."
"You're really good with words..."

Graduation.

Hearing that word from her lips made me truly realize that I was about to graduate.

"Graduation, huh..."
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Graduation.

That word is infinitely close to the meaning of an end, while simultaneously being closely related to a beginning.

Graduation was both the final stop of school life and the starting point of life in society.

It was both an end and a beginning.

That's why students preparing for graduation felt both regret and anticipation.

For the new world they would step into.

"By the way... everyone who failed the graduation exam still shows up normally? I thought they'd be kicked out."
"Instead, they can't participate as graduates at the ceremony. They can only watch."
"That's obvious, since they didn't graduate."

The students who failed would certainly feel disappointed, but it wasn't all bad.

Just having attended the Imperial Academy was enough to earn recognition.

"But isn't coming to school meaningless now? Our rankings and pass/fail results have already been decided anyway."
"Right, it's pretty pointless. That's why some kids aren't showing up."

Come to think of it, the number of students attending had definitely decreased.

It seemed like about a third weren't coming to school.

"But you still came? You're the last person I'd expect to attend."
"I'm a second-year student?"
"Oh..."
"Are you stupid?"
"I just forget sometimes."

Maybe because our party consisted entirely of third-years except for Ellin, I kept thinking of her as a third-year too.

Wait a minute...

"So you'll still be at the academy a year from now."
"Well, I can just skip out if I want."
"You'd like that, wouldn't you."
"Eventually students will have to go to the battlefield when manpower runs short anyway, right?"
"That's true, but we're not at that level yet. Though after that battle, it might happen."

Whether we win or lose that battle, the casualties will be severe.

At least a third of the current forces will die, by any estimation.

"Then let's just say I'm getting an early start on what I'll end up doing anyway, like you did."
"Well... attendance isn't that important anyway."
"And you'd be lost without me, right?"
"What are you talking about? Reina or Rachel are more reliable than you."
"Please... don't say things you don't mean."

Ellin had become unbelievably strong since obtaining the [Dragon's Heart].

To be honest, in terms of offense, she had far surpassed me.

So it was true that we'd be lost without her... but I'd rather die than admit that out loud.

"Do you admit it or not?"
"Slightly."
"I knew it! I told you so!"
"It's just because of the [Dragon's Heart]..."
"Connections are also a skill, and besides, I didn't beg for it, did I? It was all heaven's will!"

Leaving Ellin to her nonsensical babbling, I turned away from our usual classroom and headed to the dungeon conquest room.

Ellin, caught off guard, asked me:

"Aren't you going to class?"
"You said it's meaningless anyway. I'm planning to train hard starting today. I want to be recognized solely for my abilities."
"Really... you're so stubborn, keeping this up until the end... don't you ever get tired of it?"

I don't get tired of it.

Nothing is more fun than hunting.

But now I plan to do it until I'm sick of it.

I thought that if I kept at it until even the fun hunting became unpleasant, I might gain some certainty.

"I'm going to make myself sick of it now, since I still feel woefully inadequate."
"You're... seriously crazy..."
"When I eventually get tired of it and don't want to go, you'll have to drag me there."

When I made that request, Ellin let out a deep sigh.

Then she walked toward her classroom without responding.

So I continued on my way.

Then I saw three people who had arrived before me and were waiting for the dungeon conquest room to open.

Among them, Raycle, who had the most composed expression, spoke:

"I knew you'd come."
"You guys... came too?"
"Isn't it obvious?"
"I guess it is."
"By the way, you won as expected, right?"

Leo said with a smile whose meaning I couldn't quite grasp.

Looking at him now, it was hard to believe he was the same person who had bullied me at the beginning of my academy days.

"Of course, who do you think I am? But you obviously passed too, right?"
"Of course, I even did better than that guy."
"Is it something to brag about that you fought better than your disciple? That's just natural..."
"I'm just saying."

These childishly bickering people.

I pushed past them and entered the dungeon conquest room first.

Then, looking at those who followed me in, I said:

"Not a bad group today. Let's train hard for once."

***

And so, about a month passed since the graduation exam.

During that time, we practically lived in the dungeons.

Except for sleeping hours, we were only in dungeons, and we even skipped meals occasionally, usually making do with whatever we could inside the dungeon.

I confirmed the results of that training with my own eyes.

[Name: Albert Veros  Race: Human]

[Level: 310  Traits: Desperate Person, Regressor, Someone's Sword.]

[HP: 155/155  MP: 620/620]

[Strength: 90  Magic: 21  Agility: 130  Defense: 34  Magic Defense: 35]

[Skills: [Mortal's End(Unique): S-], [Sword of the Distant Abyss(Unique)], [Unwavering Faith: A], [Transcendence: A-], [Swift: SS-], [Life in Death: A+], [Absolute Loyalty: A], [Regeneration: A-], [Killing Intent Detection: A-], [Killing Intent Release: B-], [Regressor's Privilege(Unique)(2): SSS], [Mage's Heart: B+]]

"Wow..."

A status window that finally looked decent.

Among them, one skill particularly caught my eye.

[Swift].

Since I used it constantly whenever something happened, it had already reached SS-.

"My MP is unnecessarily high though..."

That high MP was what allowed [Swift] to reach that rank, but it was excessively high.

Especially considering my magic stat was only 21.

"Talk about pearls before swine."

As I said that, Ellin, lying on the dueling ground floor, replied:

"You're definitely the swine..."
"You can still say things like that in this situation?"
"Ah... I'm dying of exhaustion..."
"And you're the one who asked for this..."

For some reason, Ellin had been appearing before my eyes frequently these days.

Today she even begged me to spar with her...

I did oblige her.

"But why suddenly ask for a duel? Isn't it enough already? It's not like you've only been hit by me once or twice."
"That's not why..."
"Then why?"
"Hmph!"

For some reason, Ellin was pouting with her lips pushed out.

What was I supposed to do about that...

I didn't know what she was upset about, but she was clearly upset about something.

"Sure... you're going to apply for the Special Forces, get accepted, and see your girlfriend all you want. Good for you..."
"What am I supposed to do about that..."
"I ask you for a duel and this is all you do..."
"...?"

Ah...

Now I think I understood why she was upset.

"I've always wondered, do you secretly like me?"
"W-What!? What nonsense are you talking about...!?"
"If you're sad about not seeing me anymore, you could just say so. I would have taken you out somewhere."
"Ugh..."

Ellin was angry but didn't deny what I said.

She must have felt sad about suddenly being separated after being together all this time.

"There's only one day left, what can we do? Want to go out now?"
"No thanks!! You're so clueless..."
"I wish I had noticed earlier."
"Huh?"

Ellin was looking at me with eyes that suggested she hadn't expected that at all.

She seemed to be under the misapprehension that she and I were thinking the same thing.

So I revealed the cold reality to her.

"...is what you thought I'd say? Sorry... I don't feel as sentimental about it as you do."
"Ah... really... I'm the fool for expecting anything."
"Anyway, I think I've entertained you enough, so I'm going now. I have somewhere to be today."

When I mentioned having somewhere to go, Ellin tilted her head and asked:

"Where?"
"Just somewhere."
"Hey... so you had somewhere to go but still offered to take me out earlier?"
"I was just being nice because you looked so pitiful."

With those final words, I promptly left the place.

A loud shout came from behind me.

I ignored the annoyingly loud cry and walked toward my destination.

"I wonder if they're still doing well?"

***

A large building located on the outskirts of Lucerne.

It was shrouded in such dark energy that even monsters would avoid it.

And in the deepest part of that place was a solitary cell.

Those who had committed unforgivable sins were imprisoned there.

"This must be it."

A boy who visited such a place.

His appearance seemed out of place in such a location.

However, the aura emanating from him was enough to intimidate most inmates.

And for some reason, he seemed to be on friendly terms with Seir, the warden of the place, as they conversed.

"I can't believe you actually came. I didn't expect a young master like you to be interested in a place like this."
"You know me?"
"Of course I do. In times like these, it would be strange not to know you."

The warden seemed to quite like him.

But he continued the conversation in a calm tone.

"Anyway, I came today because there's someone I want to see."
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"Someone you want to see?"
"Yes, someone very important to me."
"Me?"

Seir was saying such nonsense with an unpleasant smile.

I answered with an infinitely rigid voice.

"Stop talking nonsense and just help me find them."
"How disappointing... So who is it?"

Come to think of it, I had asked her to find someone without giving any characteristics.

Realizing this made me embarrassed, but I tried to act as nonchalant as possible.

"A dark elf who came in about two years ago, the one who tried to assassinate the Persian Kingdom's princess."
"Ah~ That pretty-looking one?"
"Ah... well... yes."
"I liked that one. Why? Are you taking them away?"

Of course not now, but I was planning to take them when that battle happens.

"Well, not now, but when the time comes."
"Time? When? Don't tell me then?"

I wasn't sure what "then" referred to, but since Seir was also part of the Special Forces, there was a high possibility she already knew about the upcoming battle.

When I nodded, Seir gave a faint smile.

"Do you think there's someone who would try to save just one person like that? They look quite old too."
"There is, exactly one person."
"One person?"
"Yes, but that person is quite strong."

No matter how much of a parachute appointment it was, Special Forces were still Special Forces, and back then, she had skills that I could never defeat alone.

That's why it was better to use these dirty tactics.

Of course, whether she would fall for it remained to be seen.

"Really? Well... the more thorough the preparation, the better."
"Please guide me now. I want to do what I need to do and leave quickly."

The unpleasant gazes from everywhere and the suffocating dark air.

If I stayed here any longer, I might develop a mental illness.

'I'm not used to places like this...'

I wasn't familiar with such places in my previous life either.

Although I had caught many criminals, I hadn't visited prisons much.

Moreover, it was my first time seeing a group of vile prisoners who had committed serious or capital crimes like this.

Seir was looking at my current state with a satisfied smile.

What a perverted woman.

"You seem to have a weak stomach?"
"It used to be fine, but I've been living too elegantly lately."
"For someone like that, you have a lot of scars on your body."

By the time that conversation ended.

Seir finally started to move.

She headed toward the stairs, suggesting the person wasn't on this floor. I asked her:

"They're in solitary confinement, I assume?"
"You know well? Have you been here before? I've never seen your face even once..."
"I just heard about it."
"I suppose..."

We arrived at a place where there were no more stairs going down, meaning the lowest floor.

It seemed that elf was confined in solitary because they were a criminal who committed a capital offense.

"They're here, I presume?"
"Of course, they tried to kill a princess from an allied country. Moreover, that girl was quite strong."

It seemed that not only the weight of the crime but also the person's strength was a reason for solitary confinement.

"Here it is."

Where Seir stopped.

There was that dark elf, wearing numerous magical devices.

Seeing the disheveled hair, pale face, and emaciated body made me feel a bit sorry for them.

"Number 1652, you have a visitor."

1652.

That number was both the number of this solitary cell and engraved on the collar choking the dark elf's neck.

"Visi...tor?"

The dark elf looked at me with distant eyes.

Looking at that pitiable creature, I said to Seir:

"Could we possibly be alone for a moment?"
"Of course, but why? Are you planning to do something?"
"Please leave quickly."
"Alright~"

After Seir left, silence filled the solitary cell for a while.

And the one who broke that silence wasn't me.

"Are you... perhaps...?"
"You seem to remember me. I look quite different from back then, don't I?"
"You... because of you... I ended up like this...!!"

The raised voice, agitated tone, and current appearance.

It all looked miserable.

Moreover, despite being so angry, they couldn't even approach me, seemingly lacking strength.

"If it weren't for you... by now... I could have met..."
"Met..."

They must have been desperately wanting to see someone.

I quietly murmured the name of the person this dark elf had been longing for.

"Phenex."

That voice instantly filled the tiny solitary cell and naturally reached the dark elf's ears.

The dark elf trembled upon hearing that name.

Then they stared at me with murderous eyes.

As if demanding to know how I knew that name.

"Don't you want to meet them?"
"Wh-what gives you the right... to say that name...?"
"Answer me first. Do you want to see them?"
"Of... of course!"

The dark elf said that with vigor.

I asked for their name.

"By the way, what's your name?"
"Cecil... Cecilia."
"Cecilia, I'll come back once more later. Then I'll help you meet that Phenex."
"R-really?"
"Yes, so wait quietly."

***

On graduation day.

Selected as the student representatives, Reina and I were rehearsing in the auditorium from early morning.

Reina recited her speech well but was feeling embarrassed.

"Ugh... it's so cringeworthy..."
"That's how it always is."

It was even more cringeworthy because Aelin was giving the farewell address.

To the point where I really didn't want to do it.

But then again, I couldn't not do it.

After all, I was the valedictorian of the Imperial Academy.

"I don't want to do it either."
"Who would want to say such cringeworthy things to you?"
"You were doing fine just now, so stop complaining."
"It's awkward, isn't it?"
"So what are you going to do? If you don't want to do it, just say so and leave. It doesn't really matter."

There were many people who wanted to give the farewell address.

And Aelin seemed to know that as she turned her head and started memorizing her speech again.

"There's so much to memorize..."
"It's not that much, just memorize it."
"By the way... where did you go yesterday?"
"I'm curious about that too."

These two asking such unnecessary questions in the middle of practice.

I said to them, who were asking such questions without even having memorized everything:

"Why don't you finish memorizing first before asking?"
"Tch..."
"I'll tell you if you do well."

Originally, I was only going to tell her, but seeing Aelin's attitude and growth lately, I thought it might be okay to tell Aelin too.

As she said before, she could become a not-so-bad helper.

"Really...?"
"Just do it."
"Got it."

With that, Aelin started to work hard.

She definitely seemed to perform better when there was something at stake.

After about two hours had passed,

The auditorium began to get noisy with academy students and parents.

"Girls, please continue in the waiting room now."
"Yes."

We followed Gloria's instructions and went to the waiting room.

It seemed like things were about to start.

Since we had been practicing for two hours, everyone seemed to have memorized their parts reasonably well.

"If you forget, just freestyle it."
"Like that's easy..."
"You can do it. I heard there was someone who just said whatever they wanted from start to finish."
"That person is different."
"But... if that person did it, couldn't I do it too?"

Hearing this, Aelin gave me an incredulous look as she compared me to that person.

"That person was already the crown prince then, and you're just a noble."
"I thought I was comparable, am I not?"
"No, absolutely not. Just stick to what you wrote."

I thought that he and I were somewhat similar, but in Aelin's eyes, we weren't at all.

"Since you and I are siblings, people would understand if I don't express much gratitude, right?"
"Just shut up for a bit, I can't hear well."

Aelin, who had to go up to the podium before us, was listening carefully to Gloria's words.

And shortly after the graduation ceremony began, Gloria's voice was heard:

"Next, we will have the farewell address from the student representative, Aelin Veros."

Aelin went up nervously.

Seeing her like that made me want to tease her.

Aelin carefully took the microphone on the podium and slowly began to speak.

"As the cool breeze of one season passes and the season where our breath becomes visible approaches, we find ourselves tying the final knot of the year. And with it comes the graduation of our 677th class seniors."

Aelin was speaking quite fluently.

It was better than I had expected.

"Today, I extend my congratulations to the seniors who will receive the honorable Imperial Academy diploma. Last night, with graduation just around the corner, I was reminded of last March when warm winds were blowing."

I also remembered March from two years ago when everything was awkward.

Back then, everything was unfamiliar, but now it wasn't like that at all.

"The seniors who guided us with warm smiles when we had just entered the high school division. Looking at them, we were able to set our own goals, and because of that, we could move forward little by little."

Aelin's serious demeanor.

It was so awkward.

But that's what made it more meaningful.
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Some might call it pretentious, but Aline was speaking those words with genuine sincerity.

"Raicle, who seems cold on the outside but has a warmer heart than anyone else. Chris, who's usually playful but infinitely serious when needed. Rachel, who always welcomed us with a warm smile. Reina, who reached out first whenever we were struggling. And..."

I felt a bit disappointed not being mentioned there.

It seemed she was just writing whatever came to mind...

'She could have at least mentioned me...'

Fortunately, that modest wish of mine seemed to reach Aline.

"Albert... senior, who stood at the front and led everyone better than anyone else. We had so much to learn from all our seniors, and we diligently followed the path you paved. But now..."

With those words, Aline's voice began to tremble.

She seemed to be on the verge of tears.

'At least she mentioned me...'

Hearing those words made me feel choked up for a moment.

Graduation hadn't felt real until now, but thanks to her words, it finally sank in.

"The time has come to bid farewell to our seniors, and they will shine their light elsewhere, beyond the academy."

Aline continued speaking while trying her best to hold back the tears welling up in her bright eyes.

"We will continue to watch and support you from here. So... please continue to work hard wherever you go, so we can follow in your footsteps. That is all..."

It was an amusing speech.

If she hadn't looked like that, it might have been quite impressive.

But with an expression that looked ready to burst into tears at any moment... it was hard not to laugh.

"Interesting."

After Aline finished her farewell address, I went up to the platform with Reina.

Then, with Gloria's introduction, I began my response.

"Around this time last year, it feels like just yesterday that we said goodbye to our seniors, and now it's already our turn. It's been three years since we all took the Imperial Academy entrance exam with different goals in mind."

I remembered competing against Raicle for the first time back then.

I was so frantic then, but now I felt more composed.

"Over these three years, each of us has achieved our goals in our own ways."

Some might not have, but it seemed like more had succeeded.

At least from my perspective.

"And now, as the student representative said earlier, we must move on to broader horizons. To do so, we need to prepare ourselves mentally."

These words might sound pretentious to some.

But no one here seemed to be taking them that way.

"Most of the time, things don't go as planned and can even head toward the worst-case scenario, so you need to maintain your mental fortitude and continuously develop yourself to avoid falling behind. It will be difficult, but I hope you all persevere. And to the students who will remain here for another year."

As I said those words, I noticed that person who had gone down from the platform.

Aline was wiping around her eyes with a handkerchief.

Looking at her, I continued speaking.

"Unlike us, you probably haven't reached your goals yet. During the remaining year, make sure to achieve those goals and follow us as if to prove yourselves, even though it will be difficult."

With those final words, I immediately came down from the platform.

Aline looked at me with a strange expression, and while pretending to listen to Reina's speech, who seemed somewhat flustered, I asked Aline:

"What's wrong?"
"Why did you come down...? You were supposed to stay up there until after Reina's turn."
"Ah... really?"

I forgot.

But judging by people's reactions, it wasn't all bad.

"Do people usually come down right after like that?"
"No, last year they all came down together after finishing."
"He really is different..."
"Of course, he's the student who passed that trial..."

Conversations that seemed to misunderstand something.

But I didn't mind.

Unable to hide my upturned lips, I asked Aline:

"Wasn't it pretty good?"
"I guess so..."
"Why are you crying anyway? You're not a child."
"Well... it's sad..."
"Because I'll be gone?"
"What are you saying..."

Aline turned her head away from my gaze with an incredulous expression.

But the fact that she didn't outright deny it suggested there was some truth to it.

"You don't need me anymore, right?"
"Huh...?"

Aline looked at me, startled by those words.

Her face clearly showed her confusion.

"You seem to be misunderstanding... I meant right now, there's nothing more to do."
"Oh...! You should have said it that way...!!"
"You should have understood properly."

I left Aline behind, her face turning bright red from embarrassment, and tried to exit the auditorium.

But Aline grabbed me.

"Where are you going...? You should listen to what she's saying..."
"I can hear it from here, and besides, I'm not particularly interested."

It was just an elaboration of what I had already said, so I wasn't really interested.

Of course, I wouldn't have been interested even if it was different content...

"So where are you going?"
"I feel like I haven't quite achieved my goal yet."
"After saying all that earlier?"
"That's just what you say in front of everyone, like you're somebody. That way, people will believe and follow me."

I left those words behind and escaped from the auditorium, even though the graduation ceremony wasn't over yet.

The cold winter wind brushed against my cheeks.

"Not much time left now..."

The Special Forces recruitment that happens maybe once every five years.

Apparently, it will be held next April, which is coming up soon.

The timing was so perfect that I wondered if they had planned it, but they said it was always going to happen.

'Well... Merlin did die.'

They say they plan to recruit at least two people to fill Merlin's vacancy.

"This should be interesting."

Of course, given the timing, cowards who value their lives won't participate, but there are still plenty of people who want to join the Special Forces.

As always, the more thorough the preparation, the better.

"I have my pride."

Today, too, I'm going to work toward fulfilling the purpose for which I entered this place.

Just like the current students who will start training frantically after this graduation ceremony ends.

"At the very least, I shouldn't be called a parachute hire."

***

News of the Special Forces recruitment had already spread throughout the country.

Today, a meeting about that matter was in full swing at the Imperial Palace.

There were about 20 participants in the meeting.

The Emperor and Empress, the current six Special Forces members, and the rest were knight commanders and court officials.

"Just two people? Shouldn't we recruit more? There seem to be plenty of people who want to join."

The Emperor's words.

If it were someone else, they would have to accept it without question, but the person hearing those words had enough authority not to do so.

Andres Origin.

The real power in the current Special Forces and the one constantly tasked with the important duty of guarding the Empress.

"Your Majesty isn't wrong, but there are plenty of people who want to join. That doesn't mean there are plenty of people we should recruit."
"Is that so?"
"Yes."

Light, who had been listening carefully to the conversation, casually threw out a question.

"Wouldn't it be better to recruit about three people? One position is already decided anyway, isn't it?"
"I agree with that statement."
"Me too."

The Emperor and Seir agreed with Light's words.

Andres was taken aback by Seir's response, which was quite different from usual, but continued in a calm voice.

"Didn't you clearly say that if they don't have the skills, they won't be recruited?"
"I certainly did, but I think they will have the skills."

The Emperor said this while looking at Marco.

"Come to think of it... this child won, right? I'm asking just in case... you didn't let him win, did you, Lord Marco?"
"On the contrary, I desperately tried to win... quite shamefully..."
"Judging by your expression, it seems true, but... is that even possible?"

No matter how excellent one's skills are, they're still just a student.

How could a mere student defeat a hero without using skills?

It was truly unbelievable.

"What do you mean? It actually happened."
"Then... it seems we don't need to worry about skills."
"Of course not, considering who chose this person."
"Then we need to decide on the examiners for this test... Who will do it? We'll need about three people this time..."

When Andres asked this, no one volunteered to answer his question.

Everyone was busy and tired because of the war, which was understandable.

But necessary things must be done.

"I'll do it first, so we need two more. Anyone?"

Second question.

Fortunately, now there were people raising their hands, two of them.

"I'll do it."
"Me too."

Marco and Seir.

Not a bad combination.

It wasn't great because Seir was there, but it wasn't bad because Marco was there.

"Then the three of us will do it."

And so the examiners for this test were decided.

And Marco, one of those examiners, made a request to Andres.

"If that child comes, could you let me handle the personal test?"
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Finally, the long-awaited day had arrived.

Today was that very day.

Yet I wasn't exactly feeling nervous or excited.

Rather than those emotions, a sigh escaped first.

"Sigh... I'm all alone."

Here, in the Special Forces recruitment exam waiting room, I was by myself without a single familiar face, surrounded by countless strangers.

Of course, I had known this from the beginning.

Obviously, among our party, I was the only one who could join the Special Forces right now.

But now that the moment was right in front of me, I felt a bit of regret.

"Maybe I should have asked them to at least try participating..."

Being alone like this made me feel incredibly lonely.

Moreover, this place was different from my usual surroundings in many ways.

Faces that couldn't be more hostile and the unmistakable stench of sweat that made me wonder what these people had been doing.

I seriously felt like throwing up.

"What kind of suffering is this..."

From the looks of it, they seemed to have warmed up their bodies for the "exam," but coincidentally, today was the written test day.

Were they unaware... or just stupid?

And so, I waited for my turn in a state of emptiness alongside these intimidating people.

"2 o'clock..."

The start time for the written exam.

About 10 minutes before 2 o'clock.

A rather familiar official appeared.

Long hair that flowed down past the shoulders, giving him a somewhat androgynous appearance.

A middle-aged man with steady breathing and impressively charismatic eyes.

I muttered the name of the man who was gradually approaching.

"Andres Origin."

Though we were quite far apart, he seemed to hear my voice and responded.

"So you do know me."
"Of course."

Not only was he a current Special Forces member, but he would also be the one to save the most lives in the upcoming battles.

His nickname: The Absolute Invincible Shield.

Just the nickname alone revealed how capable an ally he was.

'Though he probably can't block that guy's attack...'

Unless it was someone like Bael inside the Demon King's Castle, he could block most attacks, but he wasn't truly "invincible" as his nickname suggested.

Of course, that didn't mean I could break through his defense either.

"I have some things I'd like to discuss, but we must separate personal and professional matters. Those whose turn it is, please follow me."

Those assigned the same number followed behind him along with me, heading toward a classroom.

Inside were desks matching our exact number, each with a pen and exam paper placed on top.

"Please take a seat, one person per desk."

Everyone seemed prepared as they sat down without hesitation and picked up their pens.

And then...

"You may begin now. For your information, this isn't heavily weighted, so don't be too disheartened if you mess up."

With that signal, everyone began solving the problems diligently.

I too turned my attention to the exam paper.

What greeted me were familiar questions. Having been in the Special Forces for more than just a year or two, these were problems I recognized.

'These questions? I could solve them with my eyes closed.'

***

Of course, it wasn't quite that simple.

Naturally, even I found some questions difficult, and since I didn't remember every problem, there were quite a few I didn't know.

But at least I seemed to have done the best here.

'Look at their expressions...'

The faces of the other examinees that caught my eye after the test were darker than expected.

Some showed no expression at all, as if they hadn't studied in the first place, while others had turned pale, perhaps having studied but still failed.

I was obviously neither of those.

'I think I did pretty well.'

That thought came naturally.

Of course, having been selected as an examiner more than once, I couldn't afford to do poorly.

And I shouldn't be satisfied with just this.

This was only the beginning.

"But I guess I can be satisfied with today at least."

With a somewhat light heart, I left the classroom.

And there, as if he had been waiting, stood a man.

Moreover, someone I was quite close with.

"Why are you here?"
"Just curious. Of course, with Albert, I probably don't need to check, but I was still curious."

The Hero was curious about all sorts of things.

I spoke to him as he wore an expression that seemed to ask, "How was it?"

"It wasn't bad."
"So you did well?"
"Well, the exam was a bit difficult."

He didn't seem to believe me at all.

I wondered why he even bothered asking if he wasn't going to believe me.

Marco, still thinking I had aced the exam, made a fist with his thumb pointing upward.

Then, extending that thumbs-up toward me, he said:

"I hope you achieve good results the day after tomorrow."

The day after tomorrow.

That's when the second test following the written exam would take place.

"Of course, that's my specialty."
"And don't get hurt too much; I need to see you next week."
"Next week..."

Next week would be the third and final test.

By then...

I spoke to the Hero, who tended to hold grudges.

"You really know how to hold a grudge..."
"Oh, it's just a coincidence. Just a coincidence."

He claimed it was a coincidence, but his face couldn't hide his excitement.

His ambition to get revenge for that time was all too obvious.

I wanted to say something, but I was definitely not in a position to do so yet.

And anyway, if I joined the Special Forces, Marco would be my senior, so I needed to treat him with respect.

"Ah... yes, what a peculiar coincidence."
"Then I'll see you then. I wish you luck."

Marco seemed sincere with those words.

It seemed he didn't have any ill intentions.

And above all, that wasn't necessarily a bad thing.

'It's definitely better to face Marco than other Special Forces members.'

Of course, I knew the skills and fighting styles of others too, but since I was different from before, I needed to think differently than before.

In that respect, it was much better to face Marco, whom I had already fought many times.

I asked Marco, who was subtly helping me:

"I can go home now, right?"
"Yes, of course."

***

That night.

Andres, along with those two Special Forces members, stayed late into the night grading the essay questions of the exams.

Perhaps because it was so late, everyone looked tired.

But none of them showed it.

Except for one.

"Can't we go now? Andres? I'm dying of exhaustion..."
"Then die."
"So cold... Can't we take a little break?"
"No."

Andres continued the work.

Seir looked at the scene and spoke with a voice full of complaints.

"Why are we doing this anyway...? We could have others do it..."
"We need to grade accurately."
"Aren't you bothered by this?"
"We volunteered for this, so there's no helping it."

Marco accepted it more calmly than expected.

Seeing his reaction, Seir hung his head.

"I didn't think we'd be doing this... But what are you looking at so happily?"

Marco was gazing at a particular exam paper with a pleased expression.

Andres also became interested in Marco's reaction to the question.

"It's just a really well-done exam paper."
"Speaking of which, that friend of yours must have taken the exam today. Is that his?"

When Marco silently nodded, Andres went behind him to check the examinee.

An exam paper reminiscent of an answer key, filled with suspiciously detailed answers.

A thorough response to a question about Special Forces law.

Andres looked at the answer and said:

"Was there even such a law?"
"Exactly."
"He seems to know more than I do..."
"It shows how hard he's worked. No wonder he looked pleased."

A near-perfect exam paper.

Albert, who had submitted such a paper, was more than enough to meet their expectations.

"I'm looking forward to the next tests."
"We have some videos; you should check them out."
"I saw the one where Major Marco got beaten up. Looked quite painful."
"I saw that too."
"I bet everyone in the Special Forces has seen it."

If Andres, who rarely watched such videos, knew about it, then everyone else must have seen it too.

Flustered, Marco broke into a cold sweat and said:

"Ah... even if you've seen it, you don't need to... There are many other videos."
"But that's the one with the most intense fight. It was entertaining."

Unlike Andres, Seir seemed to have watched many other videos as well.

Andres, who had become somewhat interested, asked Seir:

"Have you seen other videos too?"
"Of course. I've probably seen all the ones that exist."
"How is he? By your standards."
"To be honest..."

The two waited for his answer.

And Seir gave the response they somewhat expected.

"He's incredible."
"That much?"

Seir, who usually didn't hesitate to criticize even those called geniuses by the public.

But this time, he openly praised him.

"Yeah, on par with His Majesty or even better. That's what I think."
"That's unexpected... I thought you'd say something like 'he's just a rookie' as usual."
"Because he's not a rookie."

Seir's high praise.

Hearing it made me truly feel that a generational shift was happening.

"If you say so... he must be quite something."
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The Special Forces recruitment exam, notorious for its difficulty.

Among the tests, the second one—the dungeon conquest—is widely considered the most challenging.

The written exam is straightforward, and even the third test against actual Special Forces members is quite lenient since they're the ones evaluating you.

'But in the dungeon conquest test, there's none of that.'

With no safety measures and entering completely alone, one wrong move means instant death.

They never enter with you, just watching from outside using [Observation Magic].

Of course, if you're in danger but manage to survive and request rescue from a safe location, they will save you, but that's all they offer.

Today, many died or were injured because of those terrible rules.

A warrior who barely escaped the dungeon, covered in blood, was receiving treatment while complaining.

"How am I supposed to clear something like that alone...!"

At that moment, Andres's voice rang out.

Everyone present turned their attention to him.

"You don't have to clear it. We value the process above all else."
"Even so...! How can anyone solo an A-rank lower dungeon..."
"That's precisely why we're the Special Forces."

A valid point.

Even Andres, whose skills were mostly defensive, could clear an A-rank mid-level dungeon alone.

'It's truly unbelievable.'

That's the level of impossibility that defines the Special Forces.

It's not a position for people who give up before even reaching halfway through an A-rank lower dungeon.

Following him, test-takers began withdrawing one after another.

Among them were those who weren't even injured, mages who still had plenty of mana left, archers who returned with almost all their arrows intact...

There were so many strange people.

'None of them seem to have even awakened... what a waste.'

It was truly disappointing.

This was one of the rare opportunities to push oneself to the limit.

Yet they chose to retreat as they would in ordinary situations.

Even though this was anything but ordinary...

After sending away all those who had just exited, Andres sighed deeply as he watched them leave.

"We could have saved them if they just hadn't pushed too hard..."
"It's a shame. Even if they couldn't pass, this could have been a chance for everyone to test their limits and surpass them."
"You understand well."

People generally prefer safety—it's an unavoidable instinct, and I'm no different.

But that's merely a preference; in reality, one shouldn't always act on it.

To achieve one's goals, one must know when to abandon that preferred safety and be willing to risk one's life.

Yet most people don't.

"Is it a lack of courage? Or perhaps too much fear?"

Of course, I already knew the answer to this question.

Still, I asked anyway.

And as expected, Andres gave the response I anticipated.

"It's neither. They simply lack experience—experience of hitting their limits and breaking through them. Unlike us."
"Us? I'm honored."
"You're good with words. By the way, you're next."

It seemed my turn had come sooner than expected.

However, having already heard it was an A-rank lower dungeon, I wasn't particularly nervous.

What concerned me more was how Andres perceived me.

"May I have high expectations?"

Judging by that question, he seemed quite expectant.

Unable to deny him in that situation, I simply affirmed his question.

"Yes, expect as much as you want."
"It's an A-rank lower dungeon, yet you're not afraid."
"Ah... I've been through some things."
"Then follow me. Those behind you as well."

Together with the others who had been eavesdropping on our conversation, I followed him.

After walking for about five minutes, I began to sense massive amounts of mana from the surroundings.

It was just mana from people, monsters, and the dungeon itself, but the sheer quantity was overwhelming enough to give me goosebumps.

'This is on par with the magic stones of the Persian Kingdom.'

Given that they needed to produce high-level A-rank lower dungeons, they must have employed quite large magic stones.

In that environment saturated with mana, I stood before the dungeon I was about to enter.

"When I give the signal, you may begin. Please prepare to enter the dungeon, and let me know when you're ready."
"I'm ready."

As soon as I said those words, everyone looked at me strangely while continuing their preparations.

Certainly, I must have seemed odd.

I had no armor, not even basic defensive items—just accessories.

And I wasn't even holding a weapon. Their reaction was understandable.

Of course, I didn't particularly care about those reactions.

'This should be somewhat challenging, right?'

While I was thinking such thoughts, Andres's signal came.

"Please enter the dungeon now."

Upon hearing that, we all entered the dungeon simultaneously.

The familiar mana I felt upon entering the dungeon.

Its quantity was appropriately moderate, befitting an A-rank lower dungeon.

"Now, let's begin."

Everyone says this test is the hardest, but that doesn't apply to me.

Not only is soloing dungeons my daily routine, but I also have a tremendous advantage against monsters.

It's a structure where I can't help but score high.

'They're already here.'

Monsters coming to greet me, intent on eliminating the intruder who entered their base.

A scene of large orcs and cunning goblins harmoniously gathered together.

The sight was quite puzzling.

But since they were charging toward me, I decided to deal with them first and think later.

"Using the Abyss this early would be wasteful, right?"

With that thought, I summoned a sword.

-Woong!-

I raised the sword.

Then, as usual, I charged straight toward the horde.

-Kakang!!!-

The sound of my sword clashing with an orc's blade echoed throughout the dungeon.

And with each sound, a smile involuntarily formed on my face.

"This is definitely better than holding a pen."

***

Andres had been watching one screen intently, leaving other areas to other officials.

Seir, taking a rare break, sat in a chair and asked Andres:

"How is it?"
"As I felt when watching that video, there's something... peculiar..."
"What is it?"

Andres spoke about what he had observed in the video.

"Didn't you see it in the video? Even while being covered in blood, he never lost his smile."
"Ah, that? Of course I saw it."
"He's still smiling now, as if he's enjoying it."

The sight of him slicing through monsters, unbothered by their blood splattering on him, maintaining his smile as he continued fighting.

That image shocked Andres in a different way than the Emperor had.

"It's the opposite of His Majesty, who's always expressionless."
"Which do you think is better?"
"Don't ask such difficult questions. Personally, I don't understand either of them."

The Emperor, who thinks nothing of such cruel acts, and Albert, who enjoys them.

Their attitudes stood at opposite ends of the spectrum.

It was impossible to say which was better.

"And I don't have the right to judge."
"Right? Why not?"
"Because I'm not a genius like them."
"I suppose that's true."

He wasn't trying to reduce their blood and sweat to mere talent.

He was simply stating that not just anyone could adopt such attitudes.

"I wish I could fight like that, even for a moment... so happily..."
"You just need to change your mindset."
"Is it that easy? From the moment I was born as myself, it became impossible..."

Now standing in the same position as Andres, watching him on the screen, Seir questioned his actions.

"What's he doing now?"

Kneeling on one knee with his palm spread on the floor, he seemed to be channeling mana into the ground.

Watching this, Andres explained:

"Can't you tell? He's sensing."
"Sensing?"
"Yes. If you don't have the relevant skill, that's how you have to do it."
"Seems tough... But from that position to the inside is quite a distance, isn't it?"

Now that he mentioned it, it was true.

But he must have known that.

There was only one possible answer.

"He must have an abundance of mana. Recovery is faster in there, right? That's probably why."
"But at that level, couldn't he just go ahead? He took down those small fry too easily."
"That's precisely why he's being cautious."

That made sense.

Perhaps because it had been too easy so far, he felt the need to be vigilant.

And his instincts matched the situation.

At some point, an absurd number of monsters began to appear.

Hundreds... thousands... tens of thousands.

In total, it might reach ten thousand.

Yet he was handling these monsters with ease.

"He's truly a monster..."
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"Suddenly there are so many."

It wasn't like this originally.

But the deeper I went into the dungeon, more and more monsters began to appear.

As if someone was trying to protect themselves.

"A necromancer perhaps?"

Necromancer.

A general term for someone who can summon or control monsters.

And it's not just used for people, but for monsters as well.

"This is a bit tricky..."

And perhaps because this was an A-rank low-level dungeon, the magical energy was no joke.

To summon this many monsters...

As the monsters approached without giving me a moment to rest, I continued to swing my sword without pause, just like them.

-Slash!! Crack!!-

At times like this, I really regretted not being able to use magic.

If I could use area-of-effect magic, I could clear this easily.

'Of course, that doesn't mean I have no options.'

Still, it was better to save it.

With countless monsters, the Abyss might get full before I even see the necromancer's face.

But this was getting annoying.

-Woong..!-

The Abyss appeared reluctantly.

I commanded the Abyss, which had frozen the enormous number of monsters in place.

"Eat them, but only half."

With that command, I lightly slashed in their direction.

As if it had been waiting, the Abyss emerged and devoured them one by one.

-Gooo!!-

The monsters, terrified as they watched their companions being eaten before their eyes, quickly turned and fled from the Abyss.

But of course, there was no way they could escape.

"Hmm... so it seems the command gets broken."

Necromancers give orders to the monsters they summon and control.

And those orders must be followed.

But from what I was seeing, the extreme pressure created by the Abyss seemed capable of breaking those commands.

"Would it work on mine too?"

In my previous life, I never encountered a necromancer with this much of a gap in power compared to me.

The only necromancers I met were monsters like Bael.

After all, 99% of necromancers are high-ranking demons.

"Come to think of it, this is quite unusual."

I walked through the area the Abyss had swept through, marveling at this fact.

The floor was incredibly clean since it had devoured everything, including the monsters' corpses and blood.

"This is nice."

Normally, I would have had to step over those filthy corpses, but now there was no need.

It was definitely a skill with reliable performance.

Though it had clear limitations, it didn't consume magical energy and wasn't tiring at all.

"I shouldn't rely too much on this kind of thing..."

If I had obtained such a skill in my previous life, she would have scolded me.

-If you keep using skills like that, your fundamentals won't improve. So don't use it until I say you can!-

She would have said something like that, but now it didn't matter since no one had fundamentals as solid as mine.

And from the beginning, I was making sure my fundamentals remained strong even with such skills.

"Oh... it's back?"

As I continued walking, I noticed the Abyss slowly returning from the far end.

It somehow looked disappointed.

"Feeling unsatisfied?"

When I asked, a dejected cry was heard.

-Gooo...-

It seemed my guess about the reason was correct.

Usually, I'd let it eat until it was full, but this time I said only half, so it was understandable.

"I'll call you again later. That's enough for now."
-Goo...-

The Abyss returned to the sword, still looking dejected.

I hurried my steps to find more food for this friend who still seemed hungry.

'I should move quickly.'

So I walked for 1 minute... 5 minutes... 10 minutes.

Yet there wasn't a shadow of even a mouse, let alone monsters.

"How deep inside is it... and how much did it eat...?"

Its stomach definitely seemed to have grown lately, but I didn't expect it to be this much.

It must be in a growth phase.

"I wonder if it's getting taller too."

Just as I was talking nonsense, suddenly magical energy burst from the ground.

I immediately dodged.

-Crack!!-

A giant spear emerged from where I had been standing.

I looked at the spear that had aimed for my life, and the culprit who had summoned it beneath me.

"A skeleton, no... a necromancer?"

A skeleton with not a trace of flesh.

This skeleton, not knowing its place, wore a robe and held a staff.

And it seemed to know how to speak human language, as it answered my question.

-Are you... the person who sent that monster?-

Occasionally, there are monsters that can speak human language.

Monsters with human forms like us, those that have lived in human territories for a long time, and extremely powerful monsters.

Usually, it's one of these cases.

And this one fell into the first category.

"What if I am?"
-Do you wish to die?-
"Try to kill me, baldy."
-Wh-what!? I'm a woman!?-
"Ah... so that's the issue..."

I didn't know these creatures had genders.

And I also realized this one wasn't alone.

I sliced through a fire-attribute magic spell that flew toward my head with a single stroke.

-H-how did you...?-

At that moment, the necromancers, realizing they were in danger, hurriedly summoned monsters.

-Uwaaa!! Keeek!!-

Various monsters appeared, making different cries.

They loudly commanded the monsters they had summoned.

"Kill that bastard!!"

The monsters charged toward me, not knowing fear.

I activated two of my unique skills against them.

-Woong!!-

The monsters stopped as if they had forgotten their orders.

I smiled at those who were bewildered by the sight.

Then I slashed only the monsters around me.

Again, with a single stroke.

-Slash!!!-

Dozens of monsters were cut down with just one swing of my sword.

I looked at the arrogant skeletons who thought they could stop me with such low-level monsters and said:

"Surely this isn't all?"
-Tch... I thought we could handle this without their help...-
"Their help...?"

At that moment, I heard massive footsteps.

-Thud! Thud!-

And with those footsteps, an unexpectedly enormous presence enveloped me.

It was definitely not an ordinary monster.

That's why I...

-Slash!!-

I moved frantically, trying to kill as many enemies as possible before "they" arrived.

First, I needed to kill those necromancers.

-Whoosh!-

Using [Transcendence] and [Swiftness], I charged at them at my maximum speed.

Then I took down those necromancers one by one.

-Slash!-

One.

-Slash!-

Two.

-Slash!-

Three.

And finally...

-W-wait a moment!-
"There's no 'wait a moment' here."

I split the female skeleton's head in two as she cried out for a moment's pause.

-Crack!-

Fortunately, I managed to clean up all the small fry before that one arrived.

And when I cut down the last skeleton, the source of that presence revealed itself before my eyes.

As I expected, it was an enormous skeleton... or not.

"Pfft..."

A small figure reminiscent of a pet, with a giant staff that didn't match its tiny body.

It had a cute appearance that somehow made me laugh.

But that didn't mean I could let my guard down.

Even now, an enormous presence that didn't match its small stature was flowing from it.

This small giant looked at the blood-stained scene and spoke:

-Did... you do this?-
"What if I did?"
-Really? I find that hard to believe.-
"You don't have to believe it. I'll show you directly."
-Oh? Then show me.-

With those words, the giant swung its staff.

Massive amounts of magical energy spread throughout the dungeon.

And that magic breathed life back into those who had lost it.

"So this one was the real deal..."

Everything I had killed stood up again, completely intact.

I couldn't help but be amazed at the sight.

"Wow..."
-What? Can't you show me?-

Such an innocent voice.

But that voice pricked my pride.

I asked the little one:

"Can I kill you first?"
-I don't see why not, but no one who's tried has ever left alive.-
"Of course, because if they had, you wouldn't be here now."

I pointed my sword at the little one.

Then, ignoring everything else, I targeted it.

The little one smiled enigmatically and said:

-Everyone, kill this one.-

***

The crown princess, who had returned to her country after a very long time for some reason.

As soon as she returned, she rushed to watch him taking the test.

"But His Majesty would be upset if..."
"More importantly! Is this really an A-rank low-level dungeon? It doesn't seem like it...!?"
"Actually, it's not. It's an A-rank mid-level dungeon."
"What were you thinking...!"
"But that wasn't our decision."
"What...?"

The tone and expression suggested not a trace of falsehood.

If anything, Andres seemed apologetic to her.

Seeing his expression, she had no choice but to believe him, and quickly thought of another possibility.

"Don't tell me...? Father?"
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"I think that's probably the case, since these people wouldn't do something like this on their own."

Riel spoke in a calm tone.

Unlike her, Riel didn't seem particularly interested in those matters.

"But it'll be fine once he wakes up, right? Don't be so angry about it."
"Still, this isn't right... The difference between each rank starting from A-class is so significant..."
"We had no choice, as it was His Majesty's order..."

Andres bowed his head in apology.

Naturally, she didn't accept his apology.

"Don't apologize to me, apologize to Albert. But... I can't go in there, right?"
"Yes, this is still a test after all. Besides, looking at you, I think you'll be fine without going in?"
"That's a relief..."

Fortunately, Albert had succeeded in taking the head of that small skeleton and was now clearing out the remaining monsters with a sigh of relief.

She too sighed in relief as she watched the scene.

"Now I'm not particularly worried even though he's bleeding like that. Is it because I've seen it so many times?"
"Really...? I'm still worried..."
"Isn't worrying meaningless now? Though I suppose it always was."
"That doesn't mean I can stop worrying..."

She said this with a gloomy tone as she hurried to collect the dungeon rewards and go meet him as he exited the dungeon.

As soon as he emerged from the dungeon, Albert was supported by priests.

He opened his eyes wide when he saw her appearing so suddenly.

***

She seemed to have rushed here as soon as she left the dungeon.

I asked her why she was here.

"How did you get here...?"
"I got some time off. They must have been worried since I haven't rested much. More importantly..."
"Yes?"

She approached me and carefully examined my wounds.

Then she looked at my face with concerned eyes.

"Doesn't it hurt?"
"It does hurt?"
"Aren't you supposed to say it doesn't hurt at times like this?"

Riel had arrived at some point.

Perhaps because it had been a while since I'd seen her, even her face, which I hadn't particularly missed, was somewhat welcome.

"I said it hurts because it does hurt."
"You've become quite shameless while I haven't seen you?"
"I think I was always like this..."
"That's true. More importantly, you're now clearing mid-rank A dungeons just like that?"

Mid-rank A.

I had suspected it might not be low-rank.

And it seems it really wasn't A low-rank.

"So it wasn't after all. I thought it seemed unusually difficult."
"I apologize, I have no excuse even with ten mouths..."

Andres suddenly appeared behind Riel to apologize.

Honestly, I wasn't particularly angry, so I wouldn't have said anything even if he hadn't apologized.

"Ah, it's fine. As long as nothing bad happened."
"Thank you... for understanding..."

Andres was apparently quite sorry, as he was being extremely humble.

Even to someone who might end up working under him.

How could I be angry when he's acting like that... Even if I had been angry, I couldn't have stayed that way.

"He's definitely a good person."

When I said this while looking at him, she made an expression of disbelief.

"So Albert says this to me while knowing everything..."
"I don't know everything, since I haven't seen much of him."
"Ah..."

Andres tilted his head as I continued to stare at him.

Only then did I take my eyes off him.

"But... did you come here right after returning?"
"That's right!"
"Isn't that why you're like this?"
"How did you know?"
"There's no way these people would do this..."

It seemed too unlikely that a simple mistake or someone's order would happen to affect me out of thousands of people, so it was obviously the latter.

And the only person who could give such an order to a high noble like Andres was...

"Only His Majesty."
"Really... I need to have a word with him when I see him."
"Wouldn't that make him do it more?"
"It's fine, there's not much he can do anymore anyway."

Of course, I didn't think much of it.

And such experiences can actually be beneficial.

"It's not really that bad, and..."
"And?"
"Nothing..."

I was originally going to say "I'm fine because I've experienced this a lot," but when I saw her face, I couldn't bring myself to say those words.

She tilted her head as I awkwardly cut off my sentence.

I asked her:

"So what do we do now?"
"What did you do after the last test?"
"I went home."
"Shall we do that today too?"
"What...?"

I had no idea what she meant... These confusing words.

I asked her again.

"What... what do you mean by that?"
"Don't think anything strange... I'm just saying let's go to my house once. They've been making a fuss about me not bringing you."
"Ah..."
"Anyway... is that all you have on your mind?"

She said that but seemed secretly pleased.

She's the one who would think of such things first after telling me not to think strange thoughts...

She was truly a strange woman.

"Ah... yes."
"Well, I'm not saying we won't do it, but thinking only about that is a bit... considering you're going to be the empress's husband. Not that we won't do it..."

She was so shameless, even emphasizing such things.

Thankfully, she spoke quietly enough that only I could hear.

"You really say such things in a crowded place?"
"That's why I spoke quietly... And didn't you say you'd use formal speech in public...?"
"You're right."

Come to think of it, I had forgotten.

But seeing that she didn't seem to mind much, I figured I didn't need to worry about it.

"But if we go, His Majesty won't challenge me to a fight, right?"
"I don't think so, probably. And I wouldn't let that happen anyway."
"That's a relief."
"Wait... are you really coming? Can I just take you like this? Without saying anything?"

Riel asked in surprise.

She showed her phone and explained:

"I already told them, and they said to bring you whenever you have time. It should be fine."
"Wow... becoming the crown princess has made you quite bold..."
"I was always like this."

Words that only Riel could say and answers that only she could give.

Seeing this scene unfold before my eyes made it feel like we had returned to the past.

'Those were good times...'

Those times were really good.

Back then, we had plenty of time, but now we didn't.

'At least it's this year...'

And it was already April.

In as little as 2-3 months, or at most 6-7 months, another major battle would occur.

Moreover, this battle had a preparation period of two whole years.

There had been battles during that time, but they were small, insignificant skirmishes.

"And you should visit once before then, since you might not get another chance."
"Don't say things like that, words can become reality."
"Are you... worried?"
"Of course I am. Even if we have the advantage, battles and wars are always concerning."

But right now, we didn't seem to have much of an advantage.

It's not that we lacked manpower, but the same was true for the enemy.

"I'm worried about what kind of monsters they'll bring."
"If it's monsters, Albert will kill them all, right?"
"Didn't you just see? You struggled so much against just that one?"
"That's because I was alone."

She said with a confident expression.

Come to think of it, there was a subtle difference in the magical energy emanating from her compared to before.

An aura that was detectable despite being minimal.

As expected of her.

"I definitely feel confident now."
"So does Albert."

I'm certainly uneasy.

It's still a situation that even I find hard to believe, and I have no idea what variables await me.

But it was somewhat okay.

Thanks to her, smiling contentedly before my eyes.

And then Riel's question broke the atmosphere, causing both of us to glare at the tactless Riel.

"By the way, are you the only one taking the test?"
"Yes."
"What about Reina?"
"Ah..."
"Now that you mention it..."
"She chickened out and ran away."

That wasn't entirely wrong.

She recognized her shortcomings and chose a different path.

"More precisely, she said she'd try again later because now isn't the right time."
"That's unexpected."
"What is?"
"I thought Albert would have stopped her if that happened, tried to convince her not to give up... but you didn't, right?"
"I didn't. How could I? It was her decision."

Besides, Reina seemed too dependent on me.

That's why going out into society on her own would be a good experience for her.

"So how is everyone living these days?"
"Well... I'm not sure, I haven't really met them since then and we don't contact each other often."

In fact, unless you count occasional meetings, I really hadn't seen them much.

There were various conversations in our group chat, but I didn't pay much attention.

I was busy with my own things.

"I should see them sometime, since they haven't gone back either."
"You really haven't met them at all this whole time?"
"It hasn't even been half a year."

I entered our party's group chat after a very long time.

Messages had accumulated, but fortunately, there wasn't anything significant.

'Everyone must be busy.'

It seemed like everyone wouldn't have time.

So I dropped a short, non-burdensome message in the chat.

-What's everyone been up to these days?-
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The party organized by Crown Princess Elizabeth Mikael.

The party members who had become a topic of conversation both online and in real life.

They must all be focused on their own responsibilities in their respective positions now.

"I wonder what everyone is doing?"

That must certainly be the case.

And even without me by their side, they'll move forward on their own now.

But separate from that, I was curious.

Fundamental questions bubbled up in my mind—what they might be doing now, if they were eating well, if they were sleeping properly.

"I wonder if they're clearing dungeons with the party members right now?"

***

Reina was resting while receiving treatment from priests after a major battle had ended.

She exhaled roughly, clearly exhausted.

But when she saw her phone suddenly ring, she smiled brightly, forgetting her fatigue.

The female priest in her party found this reaction interesting.

"Reina! What are you looking at!?"

After all, this had never happened even once before.

For Reina to make such an expression... this was definitely something that couldn't be ignored.

"Ah... it's nothing, really."

Reina hurriedly put her phone away.

That behavior was enough to turn suspicion into certainty.

"Could it be! A crush? A boyfriend?"
"It's... it's not like that..."
"Yeah right!! It's written all over your face."
"It's really not..."

Even as she denied it, Reina was secretly pleased.

Those who had only ever seen Reina as an ice-cold woman since she joined the party were now curious about who could make her blush like this for the first time.

"Who could it be? For Reina-chan to react like that..."
"Do you have to use that way of speaking? And why does it matter to you?"
"Of course it matters...!!"
"First of all, it's definitely not you, so give up. Besides, a pretty girl like her would never date someone like you."
"Ah... H-How could you say that..."

It was certainly a strange party.

But for Reina, it was her first party since entering society, so it held deep meaning.

And despite their foolish conversations, they were secretly quite capable as a party.

'I wonder if Albert knows?'

He might.

That's why she wanted to ask him.

If he knew about this party she belonged to, how one should behave in a party, what an assassin should do within a party, and... how he's been doing lately.

She was curious about all of it.

But she didn't ask.

"How could I have changed... I can't do that."
"Changed? What?"
"My heart, my heart."

Reina looked utterly pitiful.

She resembled a dog that had lost its owner.

A dog that had lost its owner and accepted that fact—that's exactly how she looked.

"I have to do this alone now. I've received so much already."

Reina said this as she stood up.

Then, looking at the monsters appearing from the center of the dungeon, she activated [Stealth].

"I'll take the lead."

***

The White Knights and the Black Knights.

The two orders had always considered each other rivals.

That remains true now and will continue to be so in the future.

It's a good thing.

There are few things more helpful for growth than having a rival of similar caliber.

And an event that maximized this sense of rivalry.

Today was the day that event was taking place.

"Seriously... I don't know why they paired us with mere priests for training."
"It's no fun going against a premature ejaculator, right?"
"What did you just say? Premature?"
"It's just a figure of speech, you know."

Reicle bristled at the word "premature," while Chris waved his hands dismissively as if it were just a joke.

Despite meeting after a very long time, they were dying to tear each other apart.

"But joint training? What kind of training could we possibly get with guys like you?"
"That's my line, you know?"
"Why are you the squad leader? I can understand in my case since I have the skills, but you... you don't seem qualified. Maybe the newly appointed commander has skills but lacks judgment."
"Hey! Then on your side too..."

Reicle stopped speaking there.

Chris asked with a smirk at his speechlessness.

"Your side too? What? So what about our side?"
"Your commander is a great person... yeah... But isn't he trusting his son too much?"
"You'll find out soon enough."

With those words, Chris's squad assumed battle positions.

After confirming the formation was in place, Chris ordered his subordinates.

"Beat them to a pulp, just short of killing them."

***

The southwestern border of the Kainis Empire.

That place, closest to the Babylon Empire, was never peaceful due to the monsters continuously sent by the enemy nation.

"Ah... really... Why do they keep sending monsters when they don't even have the courage to invade? It's so annoying."
"It only costs them magic power, and they have more than enough of that, so that's probably why."
"I told you not to use formal speech?"

Luna, who disliked formal speech for some reason.

Rachel asked her:

"Why do you dislike it so much?"
"Well... it makes me sound like an old person."
"But you are."
"Hey...!! I'm not... old! I'm actually quite young in our country! Extremely!"
"In our country, you'd be at the age of passing away."

Luna hung her head, seemingly hurt by those words.

Rachel looked at her with a satisfied smile.

"You're really cute, not very grandmotherly at all."
"Grandmother is... a bit much."
"Well, that's true. I'm just joking. More importantly, behind you."

A massive orc targeting Luna's back.

Rachel aimed her magic-filled staff at the orc.

-Whoosh!!-

Flames shot from the staff, skillfully avoiding Luna and striking the orc.

The orc melted spectacularly.

Rachel looked at the orc and said:

"Be more careful, you could die like that."
"I knew it was there, you know?"
"Ah... I'm sure you did."

-Ding!!-

At that moment, both of their phones rang simultaneously.

Startled by the sudden alert, they stared at each other.

"Now? At this timing?"
"And both of us?"
"Then..."
"It must be the party group chat."

And as expected, the alert was indeed from the party group chat.

"It really is."
"But so suddenly? This is really out of nowhere, that guy..."
"Yeah..."

The atmosphere suddenly turned serious with Albert's message.

People will be people, so it couldn't be helped.

"You liked him too."
"So what?"
"How do you feel now?"
"I've given up now, since there's no choice."

They had "seduced" Albert multiple times in the two years since she left the academy.

Yet he never gave in, no matter what.

"But is that even possible? Is he impotent?"
"From what I heard from our Crown Princess, he's definitely not."
"What exactly did you hear..."
"Anyway! Have you really given up?"
"Yes, I don't even think about it anymore. Really..."

Judging by her tone alone, it seemed genuine.

But that final "really" made it less convincing.

Rachel, who seemed to still have some lingering feelings, turned the question around.

"What about you, unni? Have you given up?"
"Well..."
"And you still haven't given up... You're not in your right mind."
"I never said I haven't given up!?"

Fortunately, Luna also seemed to have sorted out her feelings to some extent.

"That's good. I was going to lecture you otherwise."
"Really...?"
"Yes, that time has passed, hasn't it?"
"That's certainly true... But do we really have to participate too?"
"Of course it's real. Would he lie about something like that?"

Rachel seemed relatively relaxed, perhaps due to her previous experiences, but Luna was not at all.

Rachel tried to ease Luna's tension.

"Are you scared?"
"Of course I'm scared! This is serious..."
"Don't be so tense. It's not that different from what we're doing now."
"Really?"
"Yes, and he'll tell us what we need to do anyway. Just do that well."

War shouldn't be taken lightly, but there was no need to be too frightened either.

That wouldn't help anything.

By the way...

"Ellie unni came back, so they must be together now, right?"
"Ellie unni? Oh, well... I guess so."
"Are you annoyed?"

Rachel asked with a rather irritated expression.

"Why would I be annoyed? He's not my man anyway..."
"You should have realized that earlier."
"You're one to talk..."

***

"These guys are hopeless."

There were some I hadn't seen, but even those I had seen weren't really responding.

Seeing them even leave me on read, they'd clearly grown up a lot.

"They didn't need to grow up in that way..."
"What's wrong?"
"These people, they're hopeless."
"Did you do something wrong?"

I shook my head.

But if not contacting them until now was considered wrong, I had nothing to say.

"Does not contacting them count as wrong?"
"I wouldn't know."
"It's ambiguous..."
"But people like them must be doing something with their lives."

Doing something with their lives...

That was right.

After being trained by me, there's no way they wouldn't be doing anything.

They must be doing something.

'Even if they have nothing else, they'd at least be working part-time jobs.'

Of course, that was just a figure of speech—I didn't actually want that for them.

They weren't just third-rate party members available for day jobs.

They must be working hard now, just as they always had been.

I told her with a confident voice:

"That's right, they'll find something to do."

Ch.202 - 201. What is that?
# 201. What Is That?

She must be living her life somehow.

And now wasn't the time to be thinking about such things.

'Perhaps it's better to say I can't...'

I stared blankly at his face, which seemed both pleased and not at the same time.

Then a cold voice that matched that ambiguous expression perfectly reached my ears.

"So what brings you here?"
"Dad, you don't need to speak so coldly."

Dad...

It seemed that among family, they used the familiar term "Dad" rather than the formal "Father."

When she gave him that look, her mother also agreed with her opinion.

"That's right! It's been so long since we've seen each other, hasn't it?"
"Ah... yes."

Though she resembled her daughter endlessly, their energy levels were as different as heaven and earth.

Perhaps that's why it felt so refreshingly different.

"Instead of getting engaged, why not just get married right away? Within about three months. Wouldn't that be nice?"
"It certainly wouldn't be ba—"
"That's not possible."

He cut off her words, wearing a face like a student solving a test problem.

"What?! But honey, you were the one who said it first last time."
"Said what?"
"Yes, you said having both an engagement ceremony and a wedding would be too troublesome."
"That's not it. I'm saying it can't be done within three months."

I could understand his point.

Even I thought that three months was far too soon.

And in the current situation, a wedding for the crown prince... it was too premature.

"I agree with that opinion. Now isn't the right time. Unless we were to do something small, just between us... but that wouldn't work either, right?"
"Of course not. This is the crown prince's wedding. It will be even grander than mine was."

Though I wasn't part of that situation, considering his personality, his wedding must have been quite grand.

And to think this one would be even grander...

I couldn't help but look forward to it.

"That's good news."
"Don't misunderstand. I'm not doing this for your benefit. More importantly, you must have taken the second test today. How was it?"

The Emperor raised one corner of his mouth as he brought up the subject.

That expression was incredibly annoying.

I spoke up, stopping her as she was about to say something.

"It was quite enjoyable, thanks to you. I originally thought it would end rather blandly."
"How did you know that?"
"Because that was the only possibility from the beginning."

Hearing my answer, he smiled meaningfully.

A bright, vibrant smile—but it didn't last long.

For some reason, he brought up a rather heavy topic.

"What do you think about our current plan to strike the enemy first within this year?"
"That's quite sudden... And is it alright to share such information with someone like me?"
"You already know anyway, don't you?"
"Well, that's true."

He seemed to have considerable expectations of me.

I shared my thoughts with him as he looked at me with an expression of interest.

"Honestly, I think it's premature, but I believe we have no choice. Unlike our opponents, we can't send monsters to keep them in check regularly, nor can we fill our ranks with monsters."
"No choice, you say... So do you view this plan positively?"
"To some extent, yes."

Of course, since it's a high-risk, high-return plan, the outcome is what matters most.

That's why we absolutely must win that battle.

Absolutely.

"And this is just my personal wish... please don't die. Absolutely not."
"Heh-heh! Hahaha!!"

The Emperor burst into laughter, holding his stomach, after hearing those words.

I expressed my bewilderment at his reaction.

"Why are you laughing?"
"Now, now! Are you worried about me?"
"Ah..."
"What a pointless concern. You're the one who shouldn't die. If you die, Ally will be sad."

Hearing those words, she nodded, her violet eyes trembling faintly.

Looking at her, I said:

"You don't need to worry about that. It won't happen."
"The same goes for me."
"You certainly have excessive confidence."
"I think that's my line..."
"So what's the battle plan? Surely it's not just 'we'll attack at this time and place,' right?"

Obviously, since this isn't child's play, it wouldn't be such a half-baked plan.

And as I expected, his answer confirmed my thoughts.

"For now, all that's been decided is the standard strategy—the main force, including myself, will engage the enemy's main force, while a special unit of assassins will strike their rear lines."
"But isn't that sufficient?"
"I suppose it is."

There's a reason why that strategy is standard.

It's the easiest, best, and most reliable approach. Though predictable, there's no better alternative.

"And your group will move from the Orion Kingdom."
"If we annihilate our opponents first, can we join your side?"
"That won't happen."
"You don't know that."

He was now looking at me with eyes full of interest.

And I was probably returning a similar gaze.

"I know your skills are exceptional, but don't be too arrogant."
"Of course, I'll always keep that in mind."
"Though Ally will be by your side..."

He seemed somewhat displeased by that fact.

Despite being the leader of a nation, at home, he appeared to be a father who thought only of his daughter.

I wanted to ask if he was jealous, but I refrained, not knowing what might happen if I did.

"That's why I'm like this now. Otherwise, I couldn't have done it."
"Honestly, I'm a bit envious..."
"Envious? But Dad, you have other great people by your side."
"Are they the same as you?"

They're definitely different.

If I were in his position, I would have said the same thing.

"No, they're not..."
"They are different, in many ways."
"How about I assign them to your side? In terms of skill, they're still superior to Ally, aren't they?"

What nonsense my father-in-law was spouting.

I flatly rejected his proposal.

"Don't say such absurd things."
"That's right...!"
"It was just a joke, a joke..."

While she might be somewhat lacking in ability, considering our synergy, she was undoubtedly the best choice.

And the same was true for me.

After a while of silence, her mother suddenly spoke up.

I listened attentively.

"But that means we can only do it after the war ends?"
"It can't be helped. We can't give them an opportunity by holding such a major event."

They might not know it, but it was best to be as safe as possible.

And as he said, if it were to be a grand affair, word would somehow reach their ears, no matter how well we tried to hide it.

"That's disappointing... I was hoping to see our eldest daughter get married sooner..."

Originally, she was destined to pass away without even seeing her graduation.

Though I had prevented that, she still seemed anxious because of those past events.

'Like in her previous life, she's afraid she might not live to see her daughter's wedding...'

The sight was truly pitiful.

Her husband and daughter went to work every day in places where death could come at any moment, and she herself could be assassinated at any time.

Even with Andres always nearby, she must still feel uneasy.

Looking at the Empress expressing her disappointment, I said:

"Don't worry too much. Everything will end well."

Of course, saying this now was premature.

We hadn't yet gained the upper hand in the war, and a huge mountain still awaited us.

But despite knowing this, I spoke those words.

More precisely, I had no choice but to say them.

"As expected, only my son-in-law understands my feelings."

Fortunately, she seemed to feel better after hearing those words.

Yet somehow, seeing her like that didn't make me feel any better.

And at some point, I began to see something strange.

'What is that...? Was it always there?'

A pitch-black darkness behind the Empress.

That darkness seemed angry, as if it would engulf the Empress at any moment.

Yet neither the Emperor, nor she, nor I was stopping that darkness.

'What... could that be?'

There was clearly nothing different from before.

At most, I had been making eye contact with the Empress continuously.

Just in case, I quickly turned my head.

Then I stared intently at her.

"Um... what's wrong?"

I continued to stare at her, regardless of whether she lowered her head or blushed.

However, I couldn't see the darkness I had seen around the Empress earlier.

"What is it...?"
"Th-that's what I want to know...?"
"Ah... I just needed to check something. That's all it was."

And the Emperor would likely be no different from her.

There had been no issue when I looked at him earlier.

With an ominous feeling, I turned my head toward the Empress again.

The Empress tilted her head in confusion, and behind her, the same darkness from before was deeply cast.

Seeing that appearance, reminiscent of an abyss, was unbearable.

-Woong!!-

I drew my sword.

And filled it with the deep abyss.

-Gooo!!-
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A scythe filled with the abyss.

I swung that sword toward the darkness and commanded.

"Kill only that, only that."
-Gooo...-

As I swung the sword, the black darkness that appeared flew toward the Empress's back.

And then it tried to destroy that darkness...

'But it couldn't...'

The result was a failure.

When the abyss flew out, the darkness retreated back into the Empress's body.

And when the abyss returned to me, it revealed itself again.

"What on earth is that...?"
"That's what I should be asking..!? What was that all about?"

Only when I heard her voice did the current situation come into focus.

Both she and the Empress looked quite startled.

However, the Emperor himself seemed completely unfazed.

Rather, he was just looking at me with eyes full of interest.

"You're not going to stop me?"
"I'd like to ask why you did that."
"Ah... I keep seeing something unexpected."
"Something unexpected?"
"Yes, but I don't know what it is either."

At that, the Emperor burst into laughter.

As I looked at him and tilted my head in confusion, he said:

"Because it's amusing."
"Even though the situation could have resulted in Her Majesty the Empress's death?"
"I thought you'd handle it well. You're not the type to mess up like that."

Fortunately, the trust between us seemed quite solid.

If it hadn't been, I would have died here.

And then the Emperor spoke with somewhat sad eyes.

"But that thing you saw... I can't see it?"
"No, and neither can Elli."
"How fascinating."
"Elli...?"

Ignoring her as she repeated that nickname, I continued with what I needed to say.

"We'll need to look into this more carefully."
"Let me know if you find anything good."
"Yes, understood."

***

Time flew by quickly in the imperial palace.

Was it because I was nervous? Or because I was with her?

I didn't know why, but that's how it was.

"It's already the final one..."

The three-part test that initially seemed so long—yet here we were at the final stage already.

The tests so far had been nearly perfect.

Of course, I couldn't let my guard down.

The third test I was about to take was the most difficult to score perfectly on, and it also had the highest point value.

"Who do you think will come out?"

The elegant voice of the woman waiting beside me for my turn.

Hearing her voice, my tension eased a little.

"Well, it'll be one of the three... Surely it won't be Mr. Marco again, right?"
"I think it might be? Don't you think he'll want revenge since Albert beat him last time?"
"That would be..."

But it wasn't completely impossible.

Marco seemed like the type who couldn't stand losing.

"To be honest, I don't want to see him anymore."
"You've certainly faced him a lot. What about Duke Andres then?"
"That would be even more... troublesome."

If it were Andres, we'd probably fight for hours.

My attacks wouldn't reach him, and his attacks wouldn't reach me either.

"I'd prefer Seir. At least it would end quickly."
"Isn't that the opponent you're least likely to beat?"
"I can't win anyway..."

Perfect scores on this test were rare.

Of course, they weren't completely unheard of, but there had never been a perfect scorer as young as me in the history of the Kainis Empire.

That's how difficult and virtually impossible it was.

"Even someone like Commander Light would barely manage it, if at all."
"You never know, maybe..."
"This time it's really impossible, truly impossible."

At that moment, I felt a chilling sensation from behind.

It was a somewhat familiar magical energy.

I immediately turned around and assumed a combat stance.

"What's impossible? Huh? Why so sudden? Did I startle you?"
"You did that on purpose."
"Still, your reaction is pretty good. I was thinking of putting my hand on your neck."

Seir had approached while deliberately concealing her presence.

Looking at the massive scythe as dark as the night sky, I said:

"Are you my opponent...?"
"That's right, it's me."
"Your weapon looks creepy."

It was a weapon with the visual of something a grim reaper might carry.

Just one cut from it looked like it could send you straight to the afterlife—my body and mind, which had relaxed thanks to her, tensed up again.

In that situation, Seir spoke first.

"Let's begin."

With that, Seir headed toward the arena, and she and I followed.

And there, the remaining two examiners, along with the Emperor and Empress, were waiting for us.

"This is really intimidating..."
"Just relax."

I had no idea how to relax in this situation.

I tried to calm my racing heart as I stepped onto the arena.

Then I summoned my weapon while looking at Seir, who had likewise entered the arena.

"Huh...?"

Once again, that darkness entered my field of vision.

This time it was targeting the slender nape of Seir's neck from behind.

And the same was true for the Empress.

'Now I understand a bit better.'

But now wasn't the time to think deeply about it.

So I immediately activated [Mortal's End].

In response, Seir used her own unique skill, and that huge scythe instantly disappeared from view.

"[Invisible Blade]."
"Oh my? You even know about that?"
"It's a very famous skill. But why can it be applied to a scythe when it's called a blade?"
"Who knows? And is that really important right now?"
"I guess not..."

An invisible weapon.

It was quite threatening on its own, but the real danger lay elsewhere.

'Another unique skill...'

Seir's second unique skill had tremendous synergy with her first, [Invisible Blade].

I needed to be careful of that.

I didn't know when she would use it.

"How does it feel? A bit nervous?"

Those words, spoken while looking down at me with the gaze of someone stronger.

However, I couldn't get annoyed or refute that fact.

It was an absolute truth that Seir was stronger than me.

"I'll give you a choice."

That's why I had no choice but to listen to such words.

"Should I come to you? Or will you come to me?"
"Of course..."

As I said those words, I used [Swift].

Then I ran like mad toward my opponent.

Seir responded with just a very light movement.

I swung my sword toward that invisible thing.

-CRASH!-

Then I finished my answer while continuing my attack.

"I should come to you."

-BANG! CRASH CRASH!-

Clearly, I was the one attacking, and Seir was simply blocking those attacks.

Yet the difference in power was felt so starkly.

I had the advantage in speed, but that was all.

"This is truly unbelievable..."
"Is that a compliment?"
"Of course."

It was truly an insurmountable power.

No joke, in terms of raw strength, she would be similar to the Emperor using [Transcendence].

That is, if Seir were to use her other unique skill as well.

There were no openings in my opponent, who was just smiling leisurely.

'Or am I just not seeing them?'

At least, none were visible to my eyes.

It was because of that damned skill.

Since I couldn't see the form of the weapon, I couldn't rush my attacks.

However, I wasn't the type to fight while overthinking things anyway.

'If it doesn't work out... I'll just take some hits.'

With that mindset, I launched my attacks more hastily than before.

The first was head-on.

-CLANG! SWOOSH!!-

My sword definitely touched that scythe.

Yet fresh blood was streaming down from my shoulder.

"Ugh...!"

I had no choice but to grab the head part of the scythe that had pierced my left shoulder.

I had tried my best not to touch the blade.

But it didn't go as planned.

"That must hurt if you grab it like that?"
"..."

It did hurt.

I wanted to let go immediately.

But this was an opportunity.

Instead, I gripped that part even more tightly.

Even using [Transcendence] to do so.

-CRUNCH!!-

I endured in that state.

It was still clearly insufficient, but it was somewhat okay.

At least enough to buy time.

And Seir, surprised by the sudden change in power, began to show openings that hadn't been visible before.

"That must be painful for you!!"

With those words, I raised my sword and thrust it into my opponent's body.

Seir's cloak blocked the sword.

But I didn't care.

"AAAHHH!!!"

I shouted with all my might and put in all my strength.

And as I did, I prayed.

I prayed for it to pierce through, please pierce through.

And fortunately, someone seemed to have heard that prayer.

-CRACK!! RIIIP!!!-

The cloak tore cleanly with a loud noise.

My sword broke through that annoying obstacle and finally reached its destination.

-THUD!!-

Followed by the sound of droplets.

The source of that sound was, of course, Seir's vivid blood.

However...

Seir didn't seem to be in pain or disturbed.

She was just looking at me with an expression that seemed intrigued.

"Not bad, huh?"

And then she gripped her weapon, that scythe.

She gripped it strongly. Almost excessively so...
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Seir's second unique skill, [One-Hit Kill].

[One-Hit Kill], a skill that enlarges weapons and maximizes the user's strength, insanely increasing attack range and destructive power.

Seir in this state, even if just for a moment, is considered equal to the Emperor using [Transcendence].

And now, Seir in that state was right before my eyes.

"You'd better prepare yourself."

Even with his stomach pierced in the current situation, Seir didn't abandon his characteristically sinister smile.

He looked like a genuine psychopath.

"You're still holding back somewhat, aren't you?"

I could see that enormous scythe, a weapon easily exceeding 10 meters in length.

Despite the fact that [One-Hit Kill] could be used even while [Invisible Blade] was active.

Seir explained the reason like this:

"You need to see it first so you can try to dodge or block, though of course you won't be able to do either."
"In this situation... can't I surrender?"
"It would be troublesome if you ran away now, wouldn't it?"

Seir maintained that smile as he raised the gigantic scythe high into the sky.

It was so large I couldn't even understand how he was holding it.

Yet Seir's expression remained incredibly relaxed.

With that relaxed expression, Seir swung the massive scythe at me.

-Swoosh!!-

It was fast.

Not something to be underestimated just because of its size.

I hurriedly drew my sword and pointed it toward the scythe.

'I don't think I can block this...'

Even with [Transcendence], Seir's power was on a completely different level.

But it felt too wasteful to try to create distance here.

So I gritted my teeth.

And put all my strength into the two hands that would determine my future.

-Crash!!!-
"Ugh..!!"

It felt like it would break.

Like it would shatter at any moment.

Whether it was my hands, my sword, or my will.

That's how destructive it was.

And contrasting with that destructive power was his relaxed expression, which was truly infuriating.

"I held back a bit... but you still blocked it?"
"..."
"But now it seems impossible."

He was right.

It was impossible now.

In this perilous situation, I frantically thought of options.

'What can I do...?'

At that moment, what caught my eye was the balance between our two weapons.

Currently, the two weapons were somewhat maintaining equilibrium.

It seemed to be thanks to Seir moderately holding back his strength.

I would use this situation to my advantage.

'If I tilt it just right...'

I slowly tilted my body and sword bit by bit.

As I did, cracks began to form in that balance.

Perhaps because of this, the pressure pushing down became even stronger than before.

'This is really impossible now...'

Enduring any longer in this state was beyond my limits.

It was simply impossible.

I used [Swift].

Then, while withdrawing my sword, I spun my body sharply.

And then...

-Crash!!!-

With that sound, Seir's scythe struck the ground.

In that brief moment, the scythe instantly dug into the earth, creating a hole large enough to fit at least one person.

'If I had been hit by that... ugh...'

I really didn't want to imagine it.

But now wasn't the time to worry about such things.

Belatedly realizing this, I hurriedly turned my body and head.

However...

-Grip!-
"It's certainly an eye-catching skill, I'll give it that."

At that moment, I felt an indescribable pain in my neck.

It was agonizing, and I couldn't breathe.

The world turned white, and my consciousness grew hazy.

I needed to do something.

Somehow, anything to escape.

But my body wouldn't move an inch.

'Ah... shit...'

There was nothing I could do.

If I had to find something... it would be accepting the current situation.

And I did what I could do now.

***

He eventually collapsed like that.

However, those who witnessed it didn't think negatively of that fact.

Rather, they viewed it more positively than he himself did.

"He certainly doesn't lack ability. If there's a problem, it's that he sometimes pushes himself too hard, but from what I've seen now, it only appears as a strength."

Andres's high praise.

And the thoughts of others didn't seem much different, as they all nodded at those words.

Especially Seir.

"How did he even block that... I was hitting pretty hard."
"It must be thanks to that skill."
"But how does he have that skill?"

Seir shifted his gaze to her as he posed that question.

Receiving his gaze, she pointed to the sky with the palms of both hands.

Then, with a rather brazen expression, she said:

"I don't know either. We've never talked about that sort of thing."
"Is that so? That's a shame."

However, even after saying that, Seir didn't take his eyes off her.

In response, she looked at him, still collapsed, and said:

"If you're that curious, ask him directly. It doesn't seem like something I should talk about."
"My lady, you've become quite bold while I wasn't looking?"
"Have I? That's good then. I've been trying hard to be that way."

She was quite different from the person in Seir's memory, but Seir didn't think badly of it.

Rather, seeing her like this, he wore a faint smile.

Then, with a brief comment...

"I thought it would take a bit more time... but it's faster than expected. I wonder who's responsible~"

He left the arena naturally after saying those words.

It seemed unavoidable as there were other rounds to come, and the other examiners followed behind Seir.

With all the examiners gone, only four people remained in the arena, including him who was still collapsed.

"I'm glad he doesn't seem too injured today."
"Yes... he seems less injured than expected... less than last time."
"That... that's..."

The Emperor couldn't continue his words.

He also quietly turned around and left the place without further comment.

The Empress looked at him and scolded him.

"How cold, right?"
"It's okay. Albert would be fine with it too."
"Ah... I wanted to stay until our son-in-law woke up... Well then, Ellie, see you at home later?"
"Yes, Mom."

After that conversation, the Empress followed him with elegant steps.

She watched that scene with a pleased expression.

"They always get along so well."

She didn't take her eyes off her mother until she was no longer visible.

Was it because she thought they would be like that too? Or because she wanted to be like that?

Whatever the reason, she was watching that scene.

"We'll be like that too, right?"

***

I regained consciousness with a fragrance like a beautiful flower and a soft touch that felt like my body would sink into it.

I carefully opened my eyes.

An unfamiliar scene greeted me.

"Where... am I?"

I raised my body to solve that question, and quite easily at that.

It was unexpected.

Normally, even just getting up would have been difficult.

"I'm surprisingly not that injured..."

As soon as I got up, I checked my physical condition.

Contrary to expectations, I found my body abnormally intact.

So I immediately looked around.

"This is..."

It was my first time here.

But I could make a guess.

A room with an interior that was modest yet luxurious and dignified.

And numerous books were placed here and there.

"Ah... could this be...?"

I got up from the bed and looked at the small desk beside it.

The hat I bought on our first date, and a small frame containing the photo we took then.

Looking at it made the corners of my mouth rise involuntarily.

And next to it, asserting its presence, was a book.

It caught my eye.

"That is..."

I had seen that book quite a few times.

She carried it occasionally, and it was also one of her possessions.

So I knew what kind of words were written in it and what stories I could hear from it.

'But it must be different.'

What I know is the diary written by her in my previous life.

And that is the diary written by her in this life.

As soon as I realized that, I instinctively reached out for the diary, because I was curious.

Not a childish design, but just a plain book without even a pattern.

It doesn't look like someone's diary, more like a notebook.

I turned the first page of the book.

-Flip!-

On the first page, these words were written.

In a handwriting completely different from now, messy and disorganized:

-Year 666, January 1st, I finally turned 10 years old... To commemorate, Father... no, Papa gave me a new staff as a gift. And I also, to honor that, for my mental health, started doing something fun.-

Something fun...

It was certainly an interesting wording.

But I wasn't particularly interested in those beginning parts.

I had already seen them all.

I hurriedly flipped through the book.

'One page... another page... and another.'

As I kept turning, I eventually reached the year just before I entered the academy.

There, I found something different from my memories.

It's a newly realized fact, but this diary is 'different' from the one in my memory.

In this diary that I could say I'm seeing for the first time, I found content I had never seen before.

-Year 674, October 15th, Today I saw a very interesting child...-
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-October 15, 674, Today I saw a very interesting child. That child... was strong.-

October 15, 674.

That was the day I took the entrance exam for the Imperial Academy.

-It was the first time I had such a thought about someone other than Father. Why is that? Certainly, that child is strong. But when viewed objectively, they're still woefully lacking.-

That assessment was correct for me at that time—the harsh criticism that I was woefully lacking.

-I don't know if it's because they don't have skills or because they don't need to use them, but they didn't show any special skills. Nor did they display overwhelming force. Yet I still got that feeling. It was fascinating.-

This day's diary entry was quite long.

It was about three times longer than usual.

-The way they moved freely across the battlefield with a cheap sword probably not even worth 50,000 won was impressive. Could any other child my age do that? I'm not sure.-

It seems my appearance back then had given her quite a shock.

For her to write this much in her diary.

-And... I think they might be my type... Anyway! I'm looking forward to seeing what they'll show in the future.-

That day's entry ended like that.

I continued flipping through the diary.

Certainly, I shouldn't be freely reading someone else's diary like this, but I was too curious.

The next entry was from a date not much different from the previous one.

-Today is the day for the ranking matches. Watching in person, I can tell this year's freshmen are of high caliber. Everyone did well. However, no one particularly caught my eye.-

A cold assessment.

But it wasn't incomprehensible.

After all, she herself was unbelievably strong and had seen monsters like the Emperor and Andres.

That's why I was even more surprised by the next sentence.

-Except for that child. They were lacking in many ways compared to Raicle. The difference seemed quite significant. Yet they managed to bridge that gap with combat sense and skill utilization.-

At that time, I really almost lost because my opponent was no pushover.

-And what's surprising is how much they've grown compared to before. It's only been 1-2 weeks. And they even rejected my party invitation. I was genuinely taken aback for the first time in a long while.-

It seems that hadn't happened to her often.

-But that child was strange. Not only did they recognize me from afar, but they were also crying when they saw me. I wonder why?-

Imagining her tilting her head while writing these words made me smile.

"She's so damn cute..."

I hurriedly read the next entry.

After the ranking match, the next entry was from the day before enrollment, when I first went to the academy.

-This person is strange. Extremely so. Suddenly asking me on a date, saying those things... They're definitely strange.-

She thinks I'm strange.

But I can understand why she would think that.

From her perspective, someone she had just met was coming on to her like that.

And considering she was the future empress of this country, she would have been even more suspicious.

-Why are they so forward? Unlike usual, I was curious about that. It seems like they genuinely like me, not with some ulterior motive. Why?-

It seems that normally, even if someone actively pursued her, she wasn't particularly curious.

I would probably be the same.

With so many people like that, their intentions would be too easy to see.

-April 3, 675, Today... Mother almost died. I was shocked. Confused. Scared.-

I was scared then too.

I almost died. Looking back, I lived quite a dynamic life back then.

Though I suppose things aren't much different now.

-Fortunately, it wasn't too late. But without that child, it would have been, right? What kind of person sneaks into the imperial palace? Why did they save someone else's mother while covered in blood?

If I hadn't done that, things would have gone back to how they were before.

And thanks to that, her second awakening had progressed, so there was nothing bad about it.

It was a beneficial action no matter how you looked at it.

-And even in that situation, they smiled at me. Even as they were about to die. Regardless, I'm truly grateful. If it weren't for them...-

That day's entry ended there.

And next to those words was a mark.

A mark that looked like it had been wet and then dried again.

She couldn't have written those words herself.

I wouldn't want to imagine it either.

"If I hadn't saved her then... I'd probably be suffering terribly now."

I didn't want to imagine that either.

So I quickly turned the page.

-Today, he suddenly held my hand... for a very long time... Since becoming party members, he seems to have grown even bolder...-

Reading that reminded me of those days.

I was just trying to use [Returner's Privilege], but that's what happened.

Looking back now, it was really nothing, but back then it felt like a big deal.

-He did it again, a date... At first, I didn't know what to do, but as we spent time together, I found myself getting comfortable and having fun. And for some reason, Albert doesn't seem to see me as a princess. Despite constantly calling me "Princess"...-

That seemed to have worked in my favor.

Of course, I was just being comfortable with her because we were originally close.

-Riel keeps telling me to just date Albert... At first, I scolded her for saying such things, but now... it wouldn't be bad. His skills, his appearance, his personality—there's nothing wrong with any of it. And above all, he likes me, me...-

It was content that couldn't help but make me smile.

"She's really cute..."

Just as I said those words, I suddenly heard the door opening.

-Creeeeak!-

I immediately closed the diary at that sound.

But it was too late.

I looked at the scene and saw her with a bright red face.

She looked back and forth between me and her diary and spoke.

"Did... did you see that?"

It wasn't a question she didn't know the answer to.

It was to confirm what she had seen and realized herself.

So I nodded obediently.

"I saw the diary and was too curious... so..."
"How far did you read?"
"Up to our first date..."

She hurriedly gathered her diary.

Only then did she scold me.

"Why did you read it...?"
"I'm sorry, I was just curious about what was in it..."

I bowed my head.

She didn't know how to react.

"You... you don't need to go that far..."
"Really?"
"Yes... It's a bit embarrassing, but it's okay since it's Albert who saw it."
"I'm still sorry."

What's okay is okay, but an apology is still necessary.

A wrong is a wrong.

Just because the other person is okay with it doesn't mean the wrong isn't a wrong.

After accepting my apology, she raised her head again and spoke.

"Alright, don't do it again next time. If you really want to see, just ask me directly... I might show you then..."
"Okay."
"But was it interesting?"
"What?"

She looked at her diary after hearing that question.

"Oh, that? It was interesting."
"Doesn't Albert keep a diary?"
"A diary... I don't."

I think I used to write one, but at some point, I stopped.

Living a life of emotional deprivation led to that.

"I should have started writing one now."
"You should. Albert's diary... I think it would be interesting."
"It probably wouldn't be. I'm not particularly good at writing."
"Then just tell me verbally."

I tilted my head.

She had an excited, bright expression.

"I heard a bit before, but I didn't get to hear in detail, so I'm curious. How did Albert live in his previous life?"
"It won't be interesting."
"I'll be the judge of that."

With that confident tone and an expression that seemed to ask, "Please?" I couldn't help but tell her.

I searched through my memories.

Stories from long ago that I could barely remember now. I managed to recall and recount those stories.

"I'm not sure where to start... but I was bullied. A social misfit without even a single friend."

With those words, I began to tell my story in detail.

Just like that diary.

"Going to school itself was painful."

***

Late at night.

Despite the situation, two people, a man and a woman, were engaged in quite wholesome activities.

A middle-aged woman was pressing her ear against the door of their room.

A lady estimated to be in her early twenties at most was doing the same.

"But is it okay for us to listen to this?"
"Of course, I do this all the time."
"Is the regression... real?"
"Probably."

A top-secret information was leaked through an unexpected channel.

But it didn't matter since the people who found out were the Empress.

"How fascinating, so such things really happen?"
"To be honest, I can't believe it either, since I haven't seen it myself."
"It doesn't seem like a lie."
"But being bullied with that face? Is that even possible?"

The Empress and Riel continued to listen to their conversation from there.

And they continued their conversation, unaware of the eavesdroppers.
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"It must have been really tough for you, without your father and Commander Light..."
"Yeah, that's why things are much better now than they were back then."

Back then, I never knew when I might die.

Compared to that, the current situation was not just safe but could be described as peaceful.

"It's peaceful now."
"But in your previous life, you didn't approach me the way you did in this life? I think I liked you back then too."
"Well... I didn't have the courage then."

It wasn't just about courage; there were ethical issues too.

She already had someone.

Of course, that guy wasn't exactly doing his job properly, but he was there nonetheless.

"It's still surprising... considering your personality now..."
"What about my personality? You make it sound like I'd pursue you even if you had someone now."
"Wouldn't you?"

Thinking about it, she might be right.

If she had a boyfriend during our academy days, I probably would have acted the same way I did.

Her reaction might have been different, but my behavior would have been the same.

"I think you're right."
"Yes, you would have done the same thing."
"But you would have hated me for it, right?"

Beyond hate, she would have thought I was insane.

And she coolly admitted that fact.

"Still, I think things would have worked out in the end... but I definitely would have disliked you at first."
"That's a relief."
"A relief, really?"

She asked with a natural smile.

She was utterly bewitching.

I stared at that smile and said:

"Yeah, when I think about if you had someone, it would have been hopeless."
"I don't think it would have been that... bad?"
"You're not sure?"
"No, my conscience won't let me say for certain."

But it didn't really matter.

It never happened, and it never would, so there was no point in thinking about it.

"But this is a meaningless conversation anyway."

She seemed to know this too and quickly changed the subject.

She mentioned battles from our previous life.

"In your previous life, the battles you won... how did you usually win them?"
"Even then, Bael rarely participated directly in battles, though more often than now. But in those battles..."

Usually, when we won, it was because she held the front line firmly and bought us time.

"We won when you smashed through the enemy's front line. Usually... or when I quickly took out their healers."
"Oh..."
"Otherwise, battles would end indecisively, or we'd wait for reinforcements."

We fought many battles, and we lost many and won many, but...

My memory is hazy.

I can't clearly remember battles unless they involved major events.

"Actually, I don't remember well, except for when we lost badly..."
"How did you lose when it was bad?"
"When Bael and Agareus participated in the same battle. We nearly died then."

It happened in her last battle and the one before that.

We never won a battle where both Bael and Agareus participated.

Not even once.

"But things are different now. As long as there are no unexpected variables, we'll be fine."
"Saying that might jinx us..."
"It's okay."

Usually when people say such things, those "unexpected variables" tend to appear, but that's just in novels and movies.

Applying that to reality would be unreasonable.

"No need to worry about that."

Of course, despite saying this, I'll act with extreme caution on the actual battlefield.

A first-class warrior always prepares for the worst-case scenario.

"But more importantly... can I see that diary?"
"What? This?"

She blushed and snatched her diary.

Whatever was written after that seemed too embarrassing to show.

When I nodded, she spoke in a low voice.

"That's a bit difficult..."
"Why?"
"There's no particular reason... I'm just embarrassed."
"But didn't you say you'd show it to me if I asked?"
"Still, right now is..."

She was still too embarrassed.

So I backed off graciously.

"Alright, I understand."
"I'll show you later, later... when the time is right."
"It's fine, you don't have to show me."

With those words, I climbed back onto the bed.

The sheets were still soft, and as soon as I lay down, I started feeling sleepy.

Just before I fell asleep, she spoke with a disappointed look.

"Are you... going to sleep right away?"
"Yeah, I'm extremely tired."

Disappointment aside, I was insanely exhausted.

I had slept for a few hours, but it wasn't nearly enough.

"I see... good night..."

After I said that, she turned away in bed, seemingly upset.

She seemed disappointed that I was going to sleep despite not having seen each other for a while.

'She must have been looking forward to it.'

She's so damn cute.

She was disappointed but couldn't say anything because she knew I was tired, and that was incredibly endearing.

To think such an adorable being was my girlfriend... I was the happiest person in the world.

I slowly approached my incredibly cute girlfriend.

Then I put my lips to her drooping ear.

"I never said I wouldn't do anything."

***

At the time when most people were in bed preparing for tomorrow.

In the dead of night, dark forces were swarming to achieve their goals.

A small army of maybe 20 people at most.

The army consisted of people with various appearances.

Those with large horns and thick skin, those resembling various insects, those with animal-like ears and tails, and so on.

There were many races, but among them, some people stood out the most.

One of them was addressed as "Your Majesty" by another.

"Your Majesty, was it necessary to keep this from that woman? At the very least, we could have informed her so she could prepare reinforcements in case something goes wrong."
"It's unnecessary. Am I not here?"
"But considering who we're dealing with, Your Majesty knows better than anyone..."

An anxious voice.

But unlike him, the one who referred to himself as "I" seemed overflowing with confidence.

"This much is enough to catch one old dragon. Besides, that woman can't be trusted."
"But she's served faithfully by Your Majesty's side for hundreds of years..."

Hearing those words, Agareus looked uneasy.

It was natural, seeing Lilith, who had been no different from him, now treated like yesterday's news.

He too could be nothing to him, just like Lilith.

Still, Agareus was his loyal servant.

Even if he was considered merely a subordinate, Agareus served him as his lord.

"So what?"
"I apologize. On second thought, it was unnecessary concern... So what should we do here?"

A pitch-black valley.

The magical energy swirling here was enough to make even the Demon King's castle seem insignificant.

Because of this, even Bael, who was usually full of bluster, had to approach this battle with utmost seriousness.

"I don't care if one of you dies. When I give the signal, attack that guy."
"By 'that guy'... do you mean the Dragon King?"
"Of course."

The Dragon King, Solomon.

Usually, Bael or Reinhardt are called the world's strongest only when excluding dragons from the criteria—that is, when excluding Solomon.

Long ago, when the children of heaven still existed in this world, they were almost god-like beings.

They were that powerful. However, Solomon alone did not worship or revere them as gods.

And now, they were trying to bring such a monster to their side.

"If we make him ours, the rest will either bow their heads or flee. Our only target is him."
"With just this many people... is it possible?"
"Make it possible. We must."

Bael stepped into that hell and ordered his subordinates.

"This is my command. Carry it out with your lives."

With that declaration, the army entered their nest.

They entered rather boldly through the main gate, and the gatekeepers of the nest greeted them.

By position, they were mere gatekeepers.

The lowest position among the dragon folk.

But that didn't mean they could be underestimated.

"What business do you have here? Entering our territory so boldly... Have you no capacity to learn?"

Gatekeeper, just a gatekeeper's words.

But few people could maintain their composure and speak in this situation.

Fortunately, Bael was one of those people.

"Unlike last time, I've come to make a simple request."
"A simple request?"
"Guide me inside. I didn't come to make requests to a mere gatekeeper like you."

From the gatekeeper's perspective, an uninvited guest had appeared.

And one without a shred of manners at that.

But the gatekeeper didn't refuse or even say anything else.

"..."

No matter how superior the dragon race was and how inferior these other races were, he was the tail of the dragon, and they were the head of the snake.

Moreover, they were quite numerous.

Realizing this fact, the gatekeepers gritted their teeth.

"Very well..."
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The gatekeepers who had brought them to their king without particular complaint, even somewhat kindly.

Solomon's non-violent philosophy had played a part in this strange behavior.

If not for that, the battle would have begun before they even entered this place.

Bael looked at his worthy opponent he hadn't seen in a long time and smiled suspiciously.

"It's been a while, Solomon."

Those eyes that looked at Bael upon hearing those words.

If anyone other than Bael had looked into those eyes, they would have been gripped by fear.

And even without those eyes, the size comparable to a national palace and the magical power reminiscent of the Persian kingdom instinctively evoked primal fear.

After a moment, the solemn voice of that monster echoed throughout the canyon.

"What brings you here? I'm certain I told you not to come."

A voice that sounded like a warning.

That voice contained deep anger.

However, Bael seemed unconcerned about such matters.

"I merely kept the promise I made back then."

Solomon frowned upon hearing those words.

Then he gave one final warning to the one who wouldn't even listen to his words.

"Leave right now, while I'm still asking nicely."
"Don't be like that. Think again. Don't you, like me, want to end this tiresome war?"

That was true.

Solomon did not approve of the ongoing war between them.

However, his reasons were clearly different from Bael's.

"Violence begets violence. I do not wish to use violence to solve violence."
"Tch... How long will you keep spouting such nonsense?"
"Non...sense? Did you just call it nonsense?"

A voice with a completely different tone than before.

With that single voice, the atmosphere around them changed dramatically.

Even the air felt heavy in this atmosphere, and within it, they were targeting each other.

Exuding blatant killing intent.

"Surely... you don't think you can subdue me by force? Do you think that makes any sense?"
"Why not? It worked well enough last time."

Bael immediately raised his weapon, [Lucifer's Staff].

The energy emanating from that staff was by no means inferior compared to Solomon's aura.

It certainly lived up to its reputation as an SSS+ grade item.

"Humans always use such weapons. Is it because you lack confidence in your own abilities?"
"We're smart and you're stupid, inferior creature."

That exchange became the harbinger of battle, and everyone present assumed combat positions.

In that tense situation, he spoke.

"This is your last chance. Leave now, and I'll forget this ever happened."

Solomon didn't want to fight them.

That's why he offered those words as a form of mercy and an escape route.

However, Bael's thoughts were quite different, and sure enough, he pointed his staff toward Solomon.

And that action became the signal for this massive battle.

"Capture him alive no matter what, by my command."

The battle began, as expected, with his magic.

A massive fireball summoned from the tip of his staff, reminiscent of a meteor, crashed down upon them.

-BOOM!!!-

Just one spell.

Yet its power was beyond imagination.

The fireball swept away everything in sight, and the canyon instantly became a sea of flames.

Of course, that was just the beginning.

"Kill the others, we only need him. Agareus."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

Though the order was directed only at Agareus, he didn't move alone.

Six executioners and various mercenaries moved simultaneously.

They struck at their enemies with their respective abilities.

Still, being dragon-folk, they weren't easily defeated.

"Did you think you could defeat us with such meager attacks?"

A voice full of confidence.

Solomon seemed certain of their victory already, given his previous experience and the significant difference in raw power.

However, the other side wasn't going down easily either.

"Stand before me."

Hearing Bael's command, several figures quickly ran to stand in front of him.

Bael gave them another order.

"Don't let any attack reach me, for about 5 minutes."

Bael immediately knelt down.

Then he hurriedly began drawing a magic circle.

"F-five minutes?"
"Shut up and just defend, Phenex!!"

In this situation, Amon, another executioner, shouted loudly at Phenex.

Amon deployed his shield against the breath of the approaching monsters.

-WHOOSH!! ROAR!!-

Blue flames erupting from the mouths of those monsters.

Their power was on a completely different level compared to the [Blue Flame] used by humans.

The earlier magic seemed cute in comparison.

Though he was blocking it, he was gradually being pushed back.

"Ugh... brutally strong..."
"Just hold on a little longer, Amon."

She was preparing magic just like Bael, under Amon's protection.

Marbas swung her staff toward her allies.

-SWISH!!-

A beautiful bright light from the staff circled around them, and soon it seeped into their bodies.

As those lights entered his body, Amon breathed a sigh of relief.

"Now I can manage..."

He still looked strained.

But it was a hundred, a thousand times better than before.

His breathing was more relaxed, and most importantly, he was no longer being pushed back but rather advancing little by little.

Of course, the other dragons wouldn't allow that.

-CRASH!! CRUNCH!!-

Other dragons interfering with Amon, but he continued forward regardless.

With the support of his comrades.

"Did you think you could pierce my shield with such feeble attacks?"

The situation had changed somewhat.

And in this situation, the 5 minutes he had mentioned earlier had already passed.

5 minutes.

Right at the 5-minute mark, a formidable magical power was felt behind Amon.

A magic circle about 5 meters in radius. Bael stood on that glowing red magic circle and pointed his staff toward Solomon.

"Step aside."

And Solomon, sensing that energy, instinctively closed his mouth that had been spewing fire.

Then he tried to flee.

He sensed it instinctively.

That it was dangerous.

However...

"Where do you think you're going with that body!!"

A resounding cry.

Along with that cry, a brilliant radiance appeared and engulfed him.

-TZZZZZ!! BOOM!!-

***

"Then couldn't we go to the canyon first and make contact with them?"
"Even if we make contact, Solomon won't side with us anyway, and since we're human, we can't forcibly control him."

Of course, this doesn't mean I would have tried if I could.

"What if the other side makes contact with them and forcibly controls them?"
"He's not that easy to deal with. He's not the kind of being you can just capture by going there."
"But you said he's not impossible to capture."

I certainly did say that.

But saying he's not impossible to capture doesn't mean he's as easy to capture as other monsters.

"It would be difficult even if we mobilized all the executioners. There would be casualties, and in the worst case, we could be completely wiped out."

Bael wouldn't do such a thing.

It's not absolutely impossible, but he wouldn't do it.

And even if he did try such a thing, we have Lilith.

There's no way Lilith wouldn't know about such an important mission to capture Solomon, and there's no way they wouldn't take Lilith with them.

"If they tried something like that, that succubus would let us know. That's why we went through all that trouble, right?"
"What if Bael just didn't tell her?"
"Then... it would be dangerous."
"Should we go check? You never know."

If I hadn't heard those words from her, I wouldn't have even imagined it.

Because it didn't happen in my previous life.

But now the circumstances were quite different, and that made me worried.

"You might be right..."
"What do you think about going there?"
"Definitely not just the two of us, under any circumstances."
"Then what should we do...?"
"We need to bring someone, anyone..."

I thought of those most suitable for that "anyone."

The Emperor, the two heroes, and Lilith.

With them, we wouldn't die.

And the moment I thought of them, I sensed magical energy from an unexpected direction.

"Huh?"

I instinctively looked in that direction.

And proving that I wasn't the only one who felt it, she was also looking in that direction.

"That direction... it's not what I think it is, right...?"
"It didn't start from that far away... but still this scale... and above all, this magical power..."

It was familiar.

Too familiar.

That's why it sent chills down my spine.

"Um... Albert? That's not what I think it is, right? Like, the aftermath of the Demon King's magic or something..."

She was spot on.

So accurate that it gave me goosebumps.

I thought it was impossible.

But after directly feeling that energy, I couldn't ignore it anymore.

I spoke to her, who had made such remarkably accurate statements.

"Quickly call everyone. At this rate, the Dragon's Head will be captured."
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The Dragon's Head.

The symbolism of this name is extraordinary.

It represents the world's strongest being, an absolute entity that should never be disturbed.

For this reason, most people never even thought of challenging it.

Except for him.

For a long time, he had been secretly plotting.

To bring the Dragon's Head beneath him and take its place for himself.

Of course, this path was not easy.

It wasn't merely "difficult"—it was an impossible task.

Yet he had made the impossible possible.

"Haa... Haa..."

He exhaled rough breaths.

Beneath him lay countless corpses.

The smell of blood from his subordinates and dragons permeated the air.

But the truly important thing wasn't just that.

What really mattered was...

"Finally done... How does it feel to become my subordinate? Solomon?"

That he had achieved his desire.

With an arrogant smile, he stroked the head of the monster that had finally bowed to him.

"Do you know how much I sacrificed to witness this sight? Even now, haven't my cherished subordinates perished?"

The executioners of the Babylonian Kingdom.

They were "comrades" he had cared for and nurtured in his own way.

And those comrades had departed from this world.

"Couldn't you have just submitted after that first attack?"

Yet he didn't seem to mind at all.

The joy of having Solomon become his subordinate outweighed the sorrow of his comrades' deaths.

Besides, the more significant ones like Agareus were still alive, so he had reason to be elated.

"Fortunately, Your Majesty... we were able to complete the operation without major injuries..."

Indeed, Bael's body was relatively intact.

Though he had wounds across his body and was low on magical power, that was the extent of it—there were no life-threatening injuries.

But the situation was different for his comrades.

Excluding those who had died, Amon and Agareus were in particularly critical condition.

Marbas was bandaging the two men, whose conditions were so severe they could die at any moment.

Looking at his struggling comrades, he spoke.

"How is everyone's condition? Can you move?"
"That would be impossible, Your Majesty. Everyone's condition is beyond just 'not good.'"

Upon hearing Marbas's words, he continued staring in the direction he had been watching, stomping his feet anxiously.

Agareus observed this behavior.

"What's wrong?"
"We need to escape, right now."
"What...?"

His urgent reaction.

Only then did they realize what situation they were in.

"Don't tell me...? Those guys?"
"They're coming this way, at an insane speed."
"How many are there?"
"Not many, but still far more than us."

He looked at the cursed dragon that still wouldn't obey his commands.

"If only that thing would move properly..."

Even though he was a top-tier necromancer, the monster he was trying to control was also top-tier.

It would take considerable time to control it at will.

"This is the worst..."

He sighed deeply and approached Solomon again.

Then, as if having no choice, he reactivated the magic circle that had been drawn originally.

"Your Majesty...! Aren't you already at your magical limit?!"
"Hey, Agareus."
"Yes?"
"Bring that here."

Agareus was quite startled by those words.

But he quickly regained his composure and began carrying out the order.

From a bag prepared by him—a bag enchanted with storage magic—he took out bottles filled with something.

Agareus brought these numerous bottles to him.

"A wise decision, Your Majesty."
"Tch... To think I'd have to rely on such things... This battle is truly the worst..."

Bael, who had first used a staff, was now using potions—human items.

The original Bael would never have done this.

But the unbelievably grim situation had changed him.

"Well... if I want to live, I have to do even this."

His pride must have been wounded.

But this was what the situation demanded.

For the sake of his comrades who had struggled so far, for his country, and for himself, he had to do this.

"Damn it!!"

He drank the potions Agareus had brought without discrimination.

-Gulp! Gulp!!-

He kept drinking frantically.

The magical power spreading from his mouth through his throat to his entire body was clearly not his own.

Yet that magic was absorbed into his body as if it had been his all along.

"It's hot... Is it always like this?"
"Yes, that's how it normally is."

Magical power obtained at the cost of his pride.

Bael felt it throughout his body.

A much stronger stimulation than the comfortable feeling his original magic gave washed over him.

He exhaled roughly again.

"Not bad..."

***

The remnants of powerful magic that suddenly enveloped the Kainis Empire.

These remnants, evidence of Bael's plot, set the once-quiet empire into motion.

"This is fucked, isn't it?"
"You could say that."

Even the Emperor acknowledged that a major crisis had occurred.

And because of that, they were moving as quickly as possible to reverse the situation.

"Couldn't we have detected this somehow?"
"How could we possibly have known about this?"

It was something that should never have happened and couldn't have happened.

They might have imagined it, but the probability of it actually happening was practically zero.

That's what this situation was.

"That's true... But you... you're pretty fast?"

I was running at the same speed as the Emperor, Marco, and Amelia.

Of course, this probably wasn't their top speed.

"I hope you're not holding back because of me?"
"Does it look like we are?"
"I guess not."

They all seemed to be struggling with their breathing.

Everyone was having a hard time.

Especially those two.

'Must be tough.'

It would definitely be difficult.

Running at their maximum speed like this.

We moved ahead of the others.

Toward the place where he would be.

'We've been running for about five hours?'

Only after running that long did our destination start to come into view.

The Emperor stopped when the ravine came into sight.

"Let's walk from here."

We needed to conserve energy and ensure safety.

We didn't know what might be waiting for us here.

Marco, who also stopped like the Emperor, was apparently quite exhausted as he was breathing heavily and gripping his knees tightly.

"Lean on me instead of your knees. We need to move quickly."
"Thank you..."

Hearing those words, Marco leaned on me.

I supported the exhausted Marco and followed behind the Emperor.

"But will just us be enough? Shouldn't we have at least brought the Crown Princess?"
"Now that you mention it, maybe we should have..."

The Emperor regretted it now.

But it wasn't necessarily a bad thing.

If we had brought her, we would have arrived even later, or someone would have been extremely exhausted.

"We'll manage... right?"
"What do you think?"
"It shouldn't be too bad. The enemy must be quite exhausted or might have been annihilated by Solomon."

Claiming victory against Solomon... that would be truly absurd.

But it wasn't entirely impossible.

The strongest of the Babylonian Kingdom are no less formidable than us.

I don't know who they brought, but for something of this magnitude, they wouldn't have come unprepared.

"What's the possibility they defeated Solomon?"
"It exists, considering that magical power from earlier..."

They had clearly prepared meticulously.

Even for someone like Bael, that magical power was suspiciously vast.

"Wasn't Bael's magic originally not that powerful?"
"Right... Even if it was his unique skill, that level... doesn't make sense?"

But that's not what's important right now.

The Emperor and I increased our pace.

Thinking about that possibility, we couldn't just keep walking.

'We've been walking for about 30 minutes?'

We finally reached the ravine.

However, this place looked quite different from the ravine I knew.

The ravine I knew was characterized by its impressive green natural landscape.

It definitely was...

"The situation seems pretty serious. Let's run now."

Green natural landscape? No... the ravine had turned to ashes.

The scene before us was so alien that I doubted whether this was the same lush place I remembered.

"...."
"The original appearance... is gone."

Moreover, there should have been gatekeepers patrolling the area.

But now, even those gatekeepers were nowhere to be seen.

We ran.

Following the remnants of that magic as quickly as possible.

The deeper we went into the center of the ravine, the more intense the aura became.

And that aura reached its peak when a massive life form came into our view.

"No way..."

A body as massive as a mountain, with skin that looked too thick to be pierced by any blade.

And the enormous magical power emanating from that body confirmed its identity.

"Solomon...?"

As if answering my question, the life form turned toward our location.

Its appearance was exactly as I remembered.

Except for one thing...

"The pattern..."
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A pattern.

A pattern of dozens of snakes devouring each other.

That pattern, proof of Bael's dominance and the symbol of the Babylon Kingdom, was embedded in Solomon's chest.

"How... is this possible?"

Solomon is not a low-level monster like a goblin or orc.

He's a dragon, the strongest of monsters.

Moreover, among dragons, he's the Dragon King, said to be the mightiest of all.

To successfully dominate someone like Solomon in such a short time...

This was clearly different from the Bael I knew.

"Quite an amusing expression you have there, little one. What do you think of my new toy?"

Behind Solomon, Bael was running his mouth.

But we couldn't touch him.

"How... did you do this?"
"You underestimated me, understand?"

Of course, they couldn't touch us either.

Bael might be fine, but the other executioners and mercenaries—and most importantly, Solomon—weren't in great shape.

"This is truly unexpected..."
"That's my line. I didn't expect you to show up, though I don't care about the others. This must be your first time seeing me—what do you think?"
"About what?"

Such an insufferably arrogant tone.

I wanted nothing more than to rush over and swing my sword at him.

Even in this moment, Bael was tossing out frivolous jokes.

"I'm the type who welcomes even humans as comrades if they have sufficient skill."
"And?"
"How about joining my side?"
"You can still say that crap in this situation?"

When I asked that, Bael suddenly transformed into a serious face devoid of playfulness.

Then, pointing at Solomon, he said:

"That's my line. You're witnessing this scene and still choosing to side with humans?"
"Side with humans? I've never taken their side."

I'm not on the humans' side.

I'm only on her side.

It just appears that way because she happens to be human.

And likewise, if she were a demon, I would have appeared to be on the demons' side.

"What nonsense is that?"
"Let's just say I wouldn't join your side even if I died and came back to life."
"Don't regret it later—it's your decision."
"Of course. But more importantly... have you finally put aside that pride of yours?"

The empty potions at Bael's feet and the staff in his hand.

He looked almost human.

The one who always rejected and despised human methods was now appearing just like them.

"It couldn't be helped. This was necessary."
"You're definitely... different."
"Different how? You speak as if you know me well, arrogant brat."
"I thought I knew you well... but I guess not."

I really thought I knew him.

But I overlooked something.

I'm different from who I was then, she's different from who she was, and Bael is different from who he was then.

"So you're really making such a foolish choice?"
"Even if I joined you, I'd just end up as a toy like the one behind you."
"Seems you do know me well after all."

With those words, Bael turned around.

Solomon was guarding his back.

"If you don't want to die, it would be better not to follow. Though of course, having seen this, you won't be able to help yourselves."

Solomon's body was clearly covered in wounds.

Yet we weren't making a move against them.

Bael was in relatively normal condition, and above all, this place was close to the Babylon Kingdom.

Of course, if not now, we might not get another chance, and we all knew it.

"If we let them go now, we'll definitely regret it."
"So what? You want to butt heads with us?"
"Something like that."

I don't know if it's the right decision.

But at least it's not the wrong one, and it's a hundred, a thousand times better than just standing here doing nothing.

"If you won't do it, I'll do it alone."

I prepared for battle.

I activated my skills and drew my sword.

Bael reacted.

"What? You really intend to fight? Alone at that?"

Of course, I had told them I would fight even if I had to do it alone.

But I wouldn't be alone.

And as if to prove it, the Emperor moved first, and I followed behind him.

As the Emperor chased after Bael at frightening speed, Solomon swung his front paw at him.

—CRASH!!—

The Emperor caught that attack with his bare hands.

As expected of him.

The Emperor struck that paw.

But he couldn't subdue it immediately, and he looked at me and said:

"Cover me."
"Yes, Your Majesty."

As the Emperor raised his fist again, I lifted my greatsword in rhythm with him.

Then, simultaneously, we struck that front paw.

—BOOM!!!—

Finally, a proper attack.

It was barely an effective hit, but it was enough to repel Solomon.

We left Solomon to the heroes and immediately rushed toward Bael.

But an invisible shield blocked our path.

A shield with no physical form, yet clearly present.

It was a shield of a different caliber than Briton's.

"Amon..."
"How do you know my name?"
"Just get out of the way."

I swung my sword at this interfering presence.

Normally, I wouldn't be able to even scratch his shield, let alone pierce it, but he seemed to be struggling now.

However... my sword ultimately couldn't reach him.

I instinctively stopped my attack and turned around.

The Emperor did the same.

—TZZZZZ! CRASH!!—

His unique skill, [Touch of Destruction].

He seemed to have quite a bit of magical power left.

Still, it was fortunate that neither of us was hit.

"Well done. You would have died if you'd been hit. But... what a shame."

However...

That judgment seemed incorrect.

"...?"

The place where that beam originated.

There were clearly people there.

Bael and about a dozen others.

But when the beam passed, they vanished as if by magic.

And in their place, a brilliantly bright magic circle flaunted its existence.

"Ah..."

There had definitely been no teleportation magic circle visible until just now.

Yet they had constructed a teleportation spell capable of moving that many people.

'They even took Solomon...'

Looking back, Solomon, who should have been there, was nowhere to be seen.

In that brief moment, they had taken even Solomon with his enormous size.

The Emperor stared at the still-glowing magic circle and said:

"Impressive..."

He probably hadn't known in advance.

He wouldn't have known the power of the magic would be so great, nor that we would arrive so quickly.

He made that judgment in the midst of such a chaotic situation.

It was certainly admirable.

'To channel that much magical power in such a short time...'

And of course, he hadn't done it alone.

His subordinates who had been beside him—their magical power could also be felt from within that magic circle.

That fact seemed to prove that his subordinates, like him, were absolutely not people to be underestimated.

"Tonight's sleep will be restless..."

At the very least, we wouldn't be able to sleep comfortably.

How could anyone sleep comfortably after something like this?

"Don't worry too much. It's not a big deal."

The Emperor said it wasn't a big deal.

But his expression as he said those words betrayed an indescribable displeasure.

"Is it really not a big deal? Your face is telling me it's a very big deal."
"Mindset is important, mindset."

I know that.

But this wasn't the time to say it's not a big deal, even as a white lie.

'This is getting much more dangerous than I thought...'

Honestly, I hadn't felt this way until now.

I was anxious, true, but that was all.

The situation had been quite good—we had formed an alliance with the Persian Kingdom quite early, and the Emperor was still alive.

The positives far outweighed the negatives.

But now a negative had emerged.

And it was big enough to swallow all the positives we'd accumulated so far.

"This is really bad..."

Still, there must be a way out, and we will surely find that path.

And to do that, a positive mindset like this person's was indeed necessary.

"In the end, whoever wins the big battle will have the last laugh. That dragon... we just need to kill it, right?"
"That's true."

Such wise words.

Even if the opponent has gained such an advantage, battles are ultimately unpredictable, and we just need to kill Solomon.

It sounds easy and simple when put into words, but in reality, it's the most difficult thing.

But I thought, 'With this person, it might actually be possible.'

Just like her in my previous life.

"You're smiling in this situation?"
"Didn't you just say mindset is important?"
"That's that, but try to think a bit more seriously."

I was thinking seriously.

I seriously thought it was possible, and I seriously smiled.

"Now that we're in this situation, shouldn't we rethink our strategy?"
"Strategy?"
"Yes. If we split our forces in two now, I think it could be disastrous."
"Indeed..."

The Emperor nodded slowly.

Then, stroking his chin, he said:

"We'll need to hold another meeting about that..."
"Yes..."
"You should participate too."
"Me too?"
"Of course. You're part of the Special Forces now, aren't you?"

Though the results weren't official yet, they were as good as confirmed, and his words just now made it a fait accompli.

"Yes, understood."
"And about what happened today..."
"It's top-secret so don't tell anyone? Got it."
"That too, but you should be the one to tell Ellie."

No sooner had he finished speaking than her voice was heard.

Her voice, trembling with anxiety, was all the more audible.

"Is... everything okay?"
"Yes, but more importantly..."

I continued with a bright smile:

"We're fucked."
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"What...? What did you say?"
"We're fucked."

The wording was a bit crude, but it was the most fitting expression for the situation.

I spoke to her, who still wore an anxious expression.

"To put it more politely, we're doomed."
"What... happened?"
"I'll tell you later, when I can."

We were already speaking in hushed voices, so others probably couldn't hear us well, but there were still quite a few people around.

"Okay... But are you alright? You didn't push yourself too hard again, did you?"
"I don't know what you mean by 'too hard,' but I didn't."
"You didn't?"

The Emperor gave me a look that seemed to say, "What nonsense is that?"

I tapped the Emperor's arm lightly.

However, this person didn't seem to understand what this signal meant.

Or perhaps... they just didn't want to say it.

"What kind of nonsense are you..."
"I really didn't push myself too hard."

Completely contradictory statements.

She looked back and forth between us as we continued to make conflicting remarks.

"Your stories don't match at all."
"I did a reasonable amount, that's all. More importantly... shouldn't we be heading back now?"

The soldiers who had arrived here with her had been waiting without knowing what was going on.

Even if we didn't care, we needed to send these people back quickly or at least arrange somewhere for them to stay.

"What about these people?"
"Right... we should send them back first."
"Let's take care of that first."

***

In a forest about 10 kilometers away from the ravine where the Kainis Empire's soldiers were positioned.

In that forest with impressively tall trees, a middle-aged demon was breathing heavily.

"Haa... haa..."

His physical condition was near death.

His heart was racing, and his body wouldn't obey him.

His forehead burned like fire while his hands and feet were ice cold.

"It's been a while..."
"Pardon? More importantly, Your Majesty... are you alright?"

His concerned companions.

He looked at them and gave a meaningful smile.

"Of course I am. Who do you think I am?"
"That's a relief... but perhaps you should rest for a moment..."
"No...?! That's impossible."

Despite his wretched condition, he somehow managed to stand up.

Then he took one step at a time toward his homeland.

"What if we're detected...? We need to move quickly."

The enemy's detection abilities were quite threatening.

That's why they absolutely could not let their guard down.

As everyone continued walking with their exhausted bodies, one tactless soldier looked at Solomon and spoke.

"Can't we... ride on this? We could arrive much faster..."
"Don't talk nonsense."

Agareus warned with a voice full of killing intent.

He explained the current situation to that foolish soldier.

"You want to ride this mass of magical energy? Do you have any idea how much His Majesty is struggling to conceal this creature's magical energy, and you still say such things?"
"I-I'm sorry...! I... I didn't know..."
"It's fine, just be careful next time."
"..?"

For some reason, Bael forgave him lightly.

This wasn't something to be taken so lightly.

Agareus looked at him, surprised by the unexpected reaction.

'What kind of... change of heart...'

Normally, His Majesty would have cut off someone's head just for opening their mouth, let alone saying something like that.

But now he was treating the soldier kindly despite such nonsense.

This change was extremely jarring.

And at the same time, extremely pleasing.

'He's finally becoming... more human.'

Whether that was right or not, he felt good about it.

His Majesty, who had seemed like a simple psychopath before, was becoming more human.

As his loyal subordinate, he was genuinely happy.

"Things have certainly changed..."
"Hm...? What do you..."

He didn't know what had changed His Majesty so much.

But it was clear that this change would definitely work out for the better.

"It's nothing, just the ramblings of an old man. Please ignore it."

***

"So... what happened?"
"Actually, it's not much. Your people and Solomon fought, and it seems Solomon lost."

It was hard to believe, but given the result, I had no choice but to accept it.

Bael with a weapon was apparently that strong.

"So they're controlling Solomon now, that's what's happening."
"You call that 'not much'...? This is serious! What are we going to do now...?"

Sure enough, she wore a grave expression, just as I expected.

I didn't want to see that expression, but there was no helping it now.

The situation left us no choice.

"What do we do? The same thing we've been doing all along—fight and win."
"Easy for you to say..."
"It's not all bad. If you take Solomon out of the equation, we would have won easily anyway. Now things are just more even."

Even if it wasn't going to be an easy victory, we still had the advantage.

And just like Bael did, we needed to fight and win.

"There's no reason we can't do it too."
"They have a few weak dragons and Solomon, while we have to face Bael and others like him..."
"But we have more people."
"They have plenty of people too..."

This kind of conversation could go on forever.

Of course, she was right, and I was just being stubborn, but anyway...

"Let's think positively. We can definitely do this."
"You think so...?"
"Of course, and we have some time too."

Judging by their condition earlier, they weren't in any state to launch a major offensive using Solomon in just a day or two.

They would need at least a two-month recovery period.

'Quite a few people died too...'

Come to think of it, it's strange.

For Bael to make such a decision, risking the lives of his comrades and, above all, his own life...

He must have been quite dissatisfied with the current situation.

'Really... hard to predict.'

I thought that was just Bael's personality and belief, but it seems it was merely confidence.

Confidence that came from a difference in power.

But now that he doesn't have that confidence, his personality and beliefs seem to have crumbled.

"He really makes things exhausting..."
"So this incident never happened?"
"Yeah, not at all."

They had tried before.

But those were merely persuasion attempts like recruitment offers, nothing like this bloodbath.

That's why it was even more unpredictable.

"If there had been something like this before, I would have told you long ago..."
"That's true."
"But... you don't seem to be taking this too badly?"

If anything, she seemed more composed than I was.

She didn't appear particularly flustered and was simply trying to accept the fact as it was.

Just like the Emperor's attitude earlier.

"I do think it's bad—it's definitely not good news."
"But at least you're not despairing?"
"Because this isn't a situation for despair."
"That's what I mean by being calm."

Others, especially those who knew what kind of being Solomon was, would have found it difficult to maintain composure in this situation.

Yet she was looking at the current situation based solely on the facts, setting aside emotions.

"I'm just reassured because Albert doesn't seem too concerned."

That reason might not be entirely absent, but it probably didn't account for much.

What played a bigger role was simply her composure and capacity.

'She says nice things.'

Still, I really liked hearing that.

***

About a week had passed since that incident.

During that week, not much had actually happened.

At most, the only difference was that I was living a bit more diligently.

But if I limit it to what happened to me personally, it's a bit different.

'Seriously... what is that?'

Since that incident, I started noticing strange things more often.

More accurately, I started noticing them more frequently.

I had seen them before the incident too.

This was the center of Lucerne, the imperial capital.

"There are so many damn people."

And from those people, I could see that same dark shadow I had seen on the Empress.

And not just on one or two—it was everywhere.

'It's fucking creepy...'

It wasn't just one or two; it was visible on almost everyone here.

I couldn't understand what it was or why it appeared like that.

This was my first time experiencing something like this too.

On my way to the imperial palace, I turned into an empty alley.

Then I carefully called out to that creature.

"Hey."
-Goo...?-
"Do you know what that is?"
-Goo...??-
"That thing, you know, that thing. The one that looks like you."

When I said it looked like him, he reacted quite strongly.

It seemed he had some pride, thinking he was special.

-GOO!!-
"You know?"
-Gooo.-

Fortunately, it seemed he knew about it.

"What is it?"
-Goo.-
"Ah... I guess I can't ask like this..."

Even if he knew, he couldn't tell me.

The creature could only say "goo" after all.

"What was I expecting..."

I sent him back and continued on my way to the imperial palace, my original destination.

There, quite a few people were waiting for me, or more precisely, for the new special forces.

"You arrived right on time."

She was wearing her military uniform since it was the announcement day for the new special forces.

Whenever I see her, I always think the same thing—it seriously suits her well.

She quickly looked over my appearance and said what I was about to say.

"As expected, that uniform suits you well."
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A military uniform with a design quite different from hers.

This uniform I was wearing was like the symbol of the Special Forces.

"It feels... newer than I expected."

Though I'd worn it countless times before, putting it on now felt quite fresh.

Almost like wearing it for the first time.

"Of course it feels new, since you're wearing it for the first time."
"First time... I guess that's right, not incorrect."

I couldn't say it was correct, but I couldn't say it was wrong either.

It wasn't my first time, yet it was.

I entered the imperial palace with her, who had come to escort me.

Then I saw numerous people before my eyes—many palace officials and Special Forces members were waiting for me.

Among those people, the first one I spoke to was, naturally, him.

"So you really made it after all?"
"All thanks to Your Majesty."
"Do you truly believe that?"

I turned my head at that question.

Though I had been speaking flattering words, I didn't want to continue until the end.

And it seemed I didn't need to.

"Of course, this is the result of all your hard work."

I looked at the two people who were listening to those words from the same position, the same place as me.

People from the same class as me.

Unfortunately, their faces weren't familiar.

They seemed like people I'd seen somewhere, but I couldn't tell who they were.

'Who are they...?'

Given that I couldn't remember them, they probably weren't particularly famous.

Or perhaps they had died early...

Before I could dwell on such thoughts, the appointment ceremony began, and everyone's attention focused on one place.

"Now we will proceed with the 150th Special Forces appointment ceremony."

*Clap clap clap clap!*

With Andre's announcement came the sound of applause, and only then did it start to feel real.

Among the three of us, Andre specifically pointed at me.

"Now, 150th class representative, Sergeant Albert Veros. To the platform."

Hearing those words, I climbed onto the platform where he stood.

Then he spoke.

"Do you swear to uphold the warrior's code and devote your life to carrying out special missions?"

Looking back now, those were such clichéd lines, but at the time, they seemed really cool and impressive.

Recalling when I first joined the Special Forces, I answered his question.

"I swear."
"I, Reinhardt Macael, in the name of the Emperor of the Kainis Empire, appoint you to the position of Special Forces."

After those words, he handed me the appointment certificate.

I received it and continued the dialogue.

"Sergeant Albert Veros, from this moment forward, swears to ensure the prosperity and safety of the homeland as a member of the Special Forces."

*Clap clap clap clap!*

Hearing the applause of the many people, I clenched my left hand into a fist and brought my feet together.

Then, placing my right hand at the edge of my eyebrow, I shouted.

"Loyalty!"
"Loyalty."

He also assumed the same posture as me, and after he lowered his hand, I followed suit.

With this, the somewhat tense appointment ceremony came to an end.

The Emperor came down from the platform with me and spoke to me.

"You did well? Even though no one probably taught you?"
"I am honored, Your Majesty."
"Is this how you're going to act now that you're in the Special Forces?"
"If it makes you uncomfortable, I'll stop."
"It does make me uncomfortable, extremely so."
"Understood."

It's something I've always thought, but this person subtly disliked such formalities.

Despite looking like someone who would kill you if you didn't show proper respect.

He looked at her and spoke.

"More importantly."
"More importantly...?"
"I'm giving you your first special mission."
"Already? What about the training?"

When you join the Special Forces, you typically receive training for the first few months.

Not just physical training to better carry out missions, but also mental training like knowledge about Special Forces laws.

Yet he was already trying to assign me a mission.

"Is it necessary? Don't you already know all of it anyway?"
"That's true, but..."
"Then it's settled, Sergeant Albert."
"Yes."
"From this moment on, protect my daughter, Elizabeth Micael, until the day you leave this world."

The expected content.

He has no idea how much effort I put in to hear those words.

But it doesn't matter.

What's important is that I finally heard them.

I responded to his words, his eyes filled with a distant look.

"Understood, Your Majesty. I will carry out this mission even if it costs me my life."
"Now you sound more reliable."
"Are you saying I wasn't before?"
"What a ridiculous question."

It sounded like he was just saying things.

Nothing had changed except my position.

Just as I was about to return to her after hearing those words, he held me back.

"Have you found out about what I mentioned before?"
"You mean... the shadow that appeared around Her Majesty the Empress?"
"Yes."
"About that, not yet."

His face suddenly darkened upon hearing those words.

It seemed he was anxious about it, just like me.

"But it's not just visible around the Empress; I've seen it around quite a few people."
"What do you think it is?"
"The only thing I can think of is... that."
"That...?"

I continued in a calm voice.

"What Your Majesty is thinking right now."
"Is it that obvious?"
"Quite obvious."
"If it's really that..."
"We need to stop it somehow."

The only thing I can think of now is that the shadow shows a person's fate.

And specifically, a fate related to death.

In other words...

'It means they're going to die soon.'

Of course, this is just my speculation.

But it seems fairly accurate.

The timing when the shadow started appearing was similar to when [Sword of the Distant Abyss] rose to S+ rank.

"Though I'm not sure if it can be prevented even if we try, please be careful."
"And Elizabeth...?"
"It's not visible on her, not yet."
"Not yet...?"
"If it's what we think it is, it will eventually appear on anyone. Don't read too much into it."

The situation seemed quite sensitive.

He had seemed so composed back then.

Certainly, as time passes and these events draw closer, it's natural to feel anxious.

He must know all too well what kind of being Solomon is.

"What are you two talking about so intently?"
"Nothing much."
"You always say it's nothing... always."
"You're getting good at speaking informally now, aren't you?"

When I asked that, her face turned bright red.

It seemed she hadn't even realized she was speaking informally.

She bowed her head deeply and said what she wanted to say.

"Anyway... congratulations on joining the Special Forces."
"Thank you."
"Now you'll have to go through that training... good lu—"
"I don't have to do that training."

Hearing those words, she looked straight into my eyes, startled.

She was quite surprised.

"Who said so?!"
"His Majesty the Emperor."
"Ah..."
"You didn't tell him that, did you?"
"Probably not?"
"What do you mean 'probably not'?"
"I didn't."

She seemed to be hiding something.

Of course, it doesn't really matter if she tells now.

Especially to the Emperor.

He's not the type to go around talking about it.

"So you received a mission right away?"
"Yes, he gave it to me immediately."
"What is it?"
"What do you think? Want to guess?"

She pointed at herself and said.

"It's to protect me, right?"
"That's right."
"But he gave it to you right away... that's really rare."
"I guess that means I'm a parachute appointment."
"What...?"

She was taken aback by my different way of speaking.

For her sake, I spoke like my original self.

"It must be because I'm so perfect."
"Yes, that's how you should put it."
"You like some strange things."

I unconsciously looked at the military uniform she was wearing.

Then I blurted out the question that came to mind.

"By the way, when are you going back?"
"I'm not going back anymore."
"Why?"
"There's not much time left, so he told me to just stay here from now on. Even if the unit splits up, I should go then."

And it was true that it was too early to return, with military meetings and other matters still pending.

I could still stay here for now.

For now.

"Come to think of it, it's a bit strange."
"What?"
"Why isn't everyone else here? Reina, Elin, and Reikel came, but..."

Those three came, but the rest were nowhere to be seen.

They must all be busy.

She and I approached our party members, whom we hadn't seen in quite a while.

Then Elin said to me.

"Congratulations?"
"Never mind that, is everyone okay?"

Naturally, my attention was drawn to faces other than the ones I usually saw.

Reina was one thing, but for some reason, Reikel had come to the appointment ceremony.

"Better than you."
"I thought Chris would come, but you came instead."
"He's probably sleeping right now."
"Sleeping?"
"Yeah, he was planning to come, but he probably couldn't wake up."

That was an unexpected reason.

Such a trivial reason... I couldn't help but laugh when I heard it.

"If we wait a bit, he might still come."

No sooner had those words ended than I felt a familiar energy from far away.

I shifted my gaze to where that energy was coming from.

There, two men were running toward us.

I let out a hollow laugh at the sight.

And she had the same reaction.

"Well... they sure got here fast."
"Indeed, and father and son are late together."
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A father and son running eagerly toward me.

Still, I was grateful for the fact that they came.

I thought about those who were still nowhere to be seen.

'Some people didn't come at all, so what's the big deal...'

That's what I was thinking as I looked at them.

Then there was Chris, turning his head this way and that, deliberately avoiding my gaze.

I didn't mind, but the very fact that he was late had made him like that.

"People can be late sometimes."
"I'm... sorry... and, congratulations."
"Thanks, I appreciate it."

If he had made some unnecessary excuse, my thoughts might have changed, but he didn't. He apologized simply and offered his congratulations just as plainly.

Because of that, far from being angry, I actually felt good.

"But... it's been a really long time."
"What do you mean? It hasn't even been half a year."
"Still, we used to see each other every day before."

That was true.

Certainly, we weren't meeting as often as we used to.

Of course, that was natural and how things should be.

"I hope you all haven't been slacking off while I was gone?"
"Want to test us? It's been a while."
"Sure, if you insist, let's have a match."

Watching that scene made me laugh.

It reminded me of our school days, bringing a smile to my face.

"Yeah, it's been a while, so let's fight."
"..."

She and Aelin gave a hollow laugh as if finding this situation ridiculous.

But they still seemed to be quite pleased with it.

From her perspective, it had been about two and a half years, so that made sense.

"Everyone, follow me."

She personally guided us to the training ground.

That training ground from my memory, the place where I remembered getting beaten up by her.

An incredibly spacious area.

I stood in the exact center of that space.

Then I spoke to them, who were all extremely tense.

"Don't be surprised, you guys."

I held my sword as always.

And they too each took up their weapons.

'Chris and Raicle fight with their fists anyway, but why did she bring that...'

Unless she always carried it just in case, it seemed like she really brought it for this purpose.

I pointed my sword at them and said:

"You'd better prepare quickly."

With those words, Chris began buffing Raicle and Reina.

After receiving Chris's buffs, they all pointed their weapons at their opponent, just like I did.

Still, they didn't seem to want to fight seriously, as none of them activated any skills.

"Not using them?"

When I asked that, Raicle answered in his characteristically calm tone.

"You're not using any either, so why should we?"
"And it's been so long since we've seen you, going all out seems a bit much. Getting our clothes dirty would be annoying too."

Hearing Reina's answer, I thought it made some sense.

Of course, that didn't mean I wasn't going to do anything at all, so I slowly walked toward them.

"Who do you think you're underestimating?"
"I'm right, aren't I?"
"I was planning to take it easy since I got hurt pretty badly yesterday... but I guess that won't work."

Raicle steeled his resolve.

As if denying what he had just said earlier, he activated his unique skill.

Then he rushed at me with a speed clearly different from before.

"Just take one hit!!"

Shouting like that, Raicle swung his fist toward my left shoulder.

I caught that fist with the tip of my sword.

-Clang!!-

It sounded like two swords colliding.

After blocking his fist, I struck his face with my remaining left hand.

-Thud!!-

However, perhaps because I hit him rather lightly, Raicle didn't budge at all, and instead seized that moment to swing his fist.

His fist came right up to my nose.

And at that moment, I felt a cold, sharp sensation right behind me.

"This won't do."

I had originally planned to just go through the motions, but that wasn't going to work in this situation.

So I took drastic measures.

-Woong!!-

For that brief moment, his fist and Reina's sword strike seemed to lose their way, unable to move forward.

I seized that moment to plant my fist in Raicle's face and Reina's abdomen.

-Thud! Thud!-

Only then did they fail to hold on and tumble to the ground.

And in their place, Chris entered my field of vision.

Chris had rushed up to me, taking advantage of the gap when both my fists were occupied.

"Excellent judgment."

Chris had precisely targeted that opening.

He concentrated all his strength into one fist and struck my face with all his might.

-Thud!!!-

It hurt.

A deep pain felt throughout my entire face transmitted to my whole body.

Because of that, for just a moment, the magical power in my body fluctuated.

But... that was all.

"But you're still quite weak."

No matter how Chris wasn't holding any weapon, his strength wasn't weak.

Moreover, my defense could be described as pathetic, even disastrous.

Yet I was standing here perfectly fine.

"You aimed well, but your strength is quite lacking."

With those words, I also handed Chris a gift called a fist.

And I gave it with all my might.

-Thud!!!!-

Then Chris fell down right there, quite spectacularly.

Looking at these weaklings who collapsed with just one hit, I said:

"How can you go down after just one hit? Shouldn't you try harder?"

Then Raicle, who clearly looked displeased, objected to my words.

"I could have continued, you know. I was just lying here."
"That's pathetic, seriously."
"But... it really hurt so much... You hit me while holding that thing..! And with full power too!"

It must have hurt quite a bit, as there were clear tear marks around Reina's eyes.

She had even cried a little, it seemed.

"Did it hurt?"
"You call that a question...?"
"You should have dodged it then."
"How could I in that situation..."

Despite what she was saying, if she had tried to dodge, she could have done so sufficiently.

She had excellent basic reflexes and also possessed some decent skills.

"Still, it wasn't bad. You were going to fight without using skills until the end, but you ended up using them and taking a hit too."

I thought I had put quite a distance between these guys and myself, but it seemed to be my misconception.

There was a difference, but it wasn't much different from what I felt when I was attending the academy.

"You've been working hard, I see?"
"Of course, now I can't help but do so even if I don't want to."
"Same here."

Instead of continuing the conversation about the sparring match that had ended, I brought up another topic.

That topic was their recent situation, which I was most curious about.

"Why didn't any of you reply in the group chat?"
"Oh, that? It was bothersome."
"I didn't even know you sent anything."
"I replied! You just didn't check!"

Raicle and Chris were one thing, but Reina said she had replied.

I immediately turned on my phone and checked the group chat.

Then I saw Reina's message right below mine.

-Right now, I'm clearing a dungeon with my party members! Working hard!! What have you been up to these days!?-

I looked back and forth between the screen and Reina.

Then I said in a low voice:

"It's true..."
"You invite us and then don't even reply..."
"I'm sorry..."

There definitely wasn't anything when I checked after sending it.

And the actual time Reina sent her text was quite different from when I sent mine.

'Still, I'm the one who didn't check...'

I was genuinely sorry, so I immediately bowed my head.

"I'm really sorry."
"Well... it's okay, at least we can talk face to face now."

She seemed to understand, probably because she's kind.

Even so, she must still feel disappointed.

Reina asked a question as if wanting to erase that feeling:

"So what are you doing now? Are you going to the Orion Kingdom with the princess?"
"What are you talking about? I need to get trained. I just became a special forces member."
"Neither."

Hearing that, they showed the exact same reaction as she did back then.

I explained to them very kindly:

"They judged that I don't need education, so there won't be any, and Alli said she'll be staying here for the time being, so I'll be staying here for a while too."
"Alli...?"
"Oh... Alli?"

Everyone seemed more interested in that nickname than the actual fact.

Far away, she was looking this way with the emperor, not knowing what was going on.

I looked at her as I spoke:

"Of course, I don't call her that much in front of others, just occasionally? That's how I use it."
"So you do call her that?"
"We've been dating for years, so this much is natural. If anything, shouldn't I be calling her 'honey' or 'darling' by now?"
"Please stop talking nonsense... But now that you mention it, that's true."

We've been dating for a really long time.

We were apart for about 2 years, but it's been about 3 years.

In terms of calendar years, it's 4 years.

During that long time, we've made progress in our relationship, but there hasn't been much change in terms of nicknames.

"Just suddenly calling her 'honey' seems a bit off, doesn't it?"
"It doesn't matter, really."
"I think so too."

These men just wanted to see that cringeworthy scene, it seemed.

I looked at Reina, hoping she would give better advice than these guys.

She was stroking her chin.

"Um... what do you think? Good? Bad?"

By my standards, it's not particularly bad.

But women's standards might be different.

And Reina's answer didn't disappoint my expectations:

"Why don't you just propose? Then she'll really be your 'darling.'"
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"A proposal...?"

It was truly an answer I never imagined.

To think I'd need to propose just to change how we address each other... it seemed excessive, yet somehow appropriate at the same time.

Though, our marriage is already a settled matter.

"But in our current situation, we'd get married anyway without doing that... do I really need to?"
"Yes, you have to. If you don't, you're gay."
"Since you already know about it, that's all the more reason to do it."
"It's romantic, you know, romantic."

Listening to Reina and Chris, I suppose they have a point.

After all, marriage ultimately requires someone to propose before preparations can begin and it can happen.

"I guess I'll have to do it eventually..."
"That's why I'm saying do it now. I'll help you set up the perfect moment."
"Can I really trust you on this?"
"Of course! Who do you think I am? I used to be known as the Master of Romance, you know?"

It was true that Chris had more dating experience than me.

However, this was a different matter from dating.

I looked at him, a person rich 'only' in dating experience, and said:

"But you've never proposed to anyone."
"Well, that's true... but we all know how it's done! You just find a nice spot, hold a ring in one hand, and boom! 'Will you marry me?' That's all there is to it! Simple!"

Chris was getting excited as if it were his own proposal.

Somehow, seeing him like this made me feel like I really should do this proposal that had started as a joke.

"But are you serious? Really?"
"Of course I'm serious, what else would I be?"
"At a time like this? Isn't it too random? The enemy could attack again at any moment, and we don't know when we might die."
"That's exactly why now is the perfect time!"

I had no idea what nonsense he was spouting.

But Chris's tone and voice were completely sincere.

His attitude was so genuine that it couldn't possibly be a joke, and my heart began to waver bit by bit.

'Should I really do it... but shouldn't I wait until after the war...'

At that moment, Chris grabbed me by the collar with a serious expression.

-GRAB!!-

He gripped me much more forcefully than when he hit my face during our sparring match earlier—incomparably stronger.

I asked him, as he looked at me like I was his mortal enemy:

"Why are you suddenly acting like this?"
"Suddenly...!? Why am I acting like this...!?"
"I mean... what's wrong?"
"What were you just thinking?"

I avoided his gaze as I answered.

"I was wondering why you're acting this way."
"Before that."
"Should I really do it...?"
"Before that."

This bastard somehow saw right through my thoughts.

I carefully voiced the thought I'd had before that.

"But shouldn't I wait until after the war..."
"Are you crazy?"
"Huh?"
"Do you want to die? Do you not understand what that means?"

I had no idea what this guy was talking about.

Reina stood awkwardly in front of us, but when I looked at her, she seemed just as confused.

"What do you mean?"
"That's a flag."
"A flag?"
"Yeah, a death flag with 100% mortality rate."
"Oh... that's what you meant?"
"Say something like that and you're dead."

He said it so seriously that I thought there might be some special reason.

I sighed in relief and shook off his hand from my collar.

"I'm not going to die. What is this, some fantasy novel?"
"Anyway, since you said that, you absolutely have to do it now. Before the war you mentioned breaks out."
"We don't even know when that will happen."
"That's why you need to do it as soon as possible, right?"

Chris was rushing things despite not being the one involved.

He really seemed to believe that saying such things would get me killed.

Or maybe...

'Is he anxious...?'

Whatever his reasons, he was completely worked up.

So I fanned him with my palm to calm him down.

"First, calm down and let's talk slowly."
"Propose, quickly."
"No... now isn't the right time."
"Of course not, I'm telling you to prepare quickly. Get a ring ready, set the mood."
"Even if you say that... would it be okay?"

Thinking about it differently, it might be fine.

Most people propose for the first time anyway... and she would surely love even my clumsy attempt.

"Of course it's okay! I'm telling you, she'll definitely accept! This isn't a gamble! How can it be a gamble when the success rate is 100%?"
"But why are you so excited about this...?"
"Because it sounds fun."

That's his reason...?

I wanted to smack him.

But his words were worth considering seriously, so I didn't.

'Maybe this really is my chance...?'

Once the war resumes in earnest, we won't be able to spend time like this.

We'll have to live holding our breath in harsh conditions where death could come at any moment.

In that situation, who knows who might die and how.

'And if we're talking worst-case scenarios...'

If either she or I were to die in the war, I would regret it until death, or even after death.

I would hate myself for never properly telling her that I love her and asking her to marry me.

"Your expression suddenly got very serious."
"That's because of you, you want to die?"
"So what are you going to do? In my opinion, it's a must. You just have to do it."
"I want to do it, and I want to do it properly."
"Your tone sounds a bit off? You sound like some pervert."

Chris was spouting nonsense now, despite being so serious earlier.

Ignoring his comment, I said what I wanted to say.

"I really, sincerely want to ask her to marry me."
"That's more like it. Should have said that from the beginning instead of being so frustrating."
"How should I do it?"
"That's my specialty, I'm a proposal expert."

Of course, his knowledge probably came from media, but that was still much better than my complete ignorance.

I decided to ask for his opinion, even if I might be getting fooled.

"So, how should I do it?"
"Actually... the location, props... none of that matters."
"Then what?"

Chris walked heavily toward me.

He came right up to my face and tapped my chest lightly.

-Tap.. Tap..-

Then, with a somewhat cheesy expression, he said:

"All you need is your sincere confession and the love between you two... got it?"

But his advice didn't seem outdated to me.

I'm not sure why.

It just resonated with me.

"But the location and preparations aren't completely unimportant, right? If you proposed in a bathroom or on a bus... if it were me, I'd punch you in the face."

That was obvious.

And no idiot would do something like that.

"I wouldn't do that..."
"Anyway, think about it carefully, and ask me if you have any questions. Got it? This master is always on your side."

His tone was a bit much, but it was nice to hear that he was definitely on my side.

With those final words, Chris turned around and went on his way.

I watched his back as he left and said:

"Got it, Master."

That made Reina look at me like I was some weirdo.

I asked her:

"So what do you think?"
"Don't you have a place in mind already?"
"I do have one."
"Where?"

I pointed downward and said:

"This garden."
"The garden? Why?"
"There are lots of daisies here, pure white daisies."
"Why's that important?"
"Someone likes them, though I'm not sure why."

***

A large garden.

A garden the size of a wealthy person's mansion.

In the center of that garden, a lady with snow-white hair was crouched down, touching the beautifully bloomed daisy flowers.

And beside that lady stood a robust young man.

They seemed very close.

Their relationship appeared quite deep.

But they didn't look like lovers.

The way they looked at each other was too wistful for that.

"Your Majesty really likes daisy flowers."
"How did you know?"
"Because you do this every morning."

From early morning, she would come to the garden to water the daisy flowers.

She put down her watering can full of water and said:

"It's nothing special, I've just liked them since I was young. My mother often told me I was as pretty as a daisy flower, and she would make me crowns of flowers."
"I see..."

It seemed she grew to love them even more because of memories of her deceased mother.

She was close to her mother and looked exactly like her too.

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have brought it up."
"No! I really don't mind... really..."

He looked at her, not knowing what to do, and at the daisy flowers that resembled her so much, thinking:

'Does she see her mother in the daisy flowers?'

Actually, the person who resembled the daisy flowers more was her mother.

Her mother was said to be even whiter than she was.

She seems to water the daisy flowers while thinking of her mother.

'How sad...'

***

Of course, that was in the past.

In this life, the empress didn't die, so she had no reason to be sad about it.

Even so, I wanted to propose in the garden, that garden full of daisy flowers.

"I'm going to do it in the garden no matter what, no matter what happens, it has to be there."

I wanted to do it in the garden no matter what.

In that garden full of memories with her.

It wouldn't make much difference if it were somewhere else, but that's just what I wanted.
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Peace and hope.

Anyone with the right mindset in Sarai would desire these things.

And if someone were living through wartime, they would yearn for them even more...

'Is that one of the reasons...?'

That seemed to be why she liked them.

Because they were lacking in her life, she must have wanted them all the more.

Daisies were symbols of peace and hope, after all.

'I wonder if she still likes them...'

That was something I didn't know.

After all, we were in a situation that could be considered "peaceful" in its own way now.

Of course, even if that weren't the case, my choice wouldn't change.

She wasn't the only one who liked daisies.

"They're pretty, now as they were before..."
"Of course they're pretty, they're flowers... Why state the obvious?"
"It would be so nice if you weren't here..."

I really don't understand why she followed me all the way here just to nitpick.

I was about to dismiss it as her being sensitive lately when Aelin spoke up.

"But why daisies specifically? There are plenty of other flowers here."
"Because they're pretty, like someone I know."
"How thoughtful of you... I was a fool for asking."
"Yes, you are a fool."

Aelin frowned at those words.

I spoke before she could say anything else.

"So what do you think? Isn't this place nice? The lights come on softly at night, it's perfect."

The dark night sky filled with bright stars and the moon, numerous lanterns.

And the harmony of the daisies shining amidst it all left viewers speechless.

Aelin was no exception.

"..."

She just stood there silently, taking in the magnificent scene.

I tapped her shoulder.

-Tap!-

Snapping back to reality, Aelin stammered.

"Uh... um... what?"
"I asked if it's good enough."
"Of course it is! This is definitely going to succeed!"

In truth, there was almost a hundred percent chance she would accept.

But regardless of that fact, I wanted to make the proposal perfect.

"The ring..."

The first item that comes to mind with a proposal.

Since we already had rings, I was wondering how to prepare for this.

Moreover, the rings we were currently wearing weren't particularly special, which made it even more ambiguous.

"What should I do? Should I just make one out of daisies?"
"Huh...?"
"I'm joking, just joking."
"That sounds nice though?"
"Huh...?"

It was just a simple joke.

But Aelin was taking that joke seriously.

"I said I was joking."
"And I said it sounds nice. You already have one anyway."

Aelin stared intently at my hand.

Indeed, I did have one.

"It's actually romantic, don't you think?"
"Romantic?"
"Yeah, it's really not bad, seriously."

Hearing that, I thought, should I try it?

With that thought, I sat down on the ground and picked a single daisy.

Then I made a tiny ring out of that daisy.

"But it'll die if you leave it like that."
"So what? That's not what matters."
"Is this really okay?"

I tried the ring on my finger.

It was certainly pretty.

"It is pretty."
"See? I told you it's pretty."
"And from the way you talk, doesn't your girlfriend like them too?"
"These? I'm not sure though?"
"Want me to ask her? I like cherry blossoms myself."

It wasn't a bad suggestion.

I was genuinely curious, not just for this occasion.

"Sure, ask her. It would be awkward if I asked."

***

The day he officially became a special forces soldier, he went to sleep with a peaceful mind.

And for the first time in a long while, he dreamed.

She was standing in the imperial palace garden, the same place she had seen before.

"It was here last time too?"

She wasn't one to dream often.

This dream was the first in almost three years.

But this time too, it was the same place as before.

"But this time... it's different."

It was different from that previous dream.

Back then, all the daisies had withered.

They had turned blue with decay, making her frown.

But now... they were blooming beautifully.

"How pretty..."

She walked lightly through the garden.

Feeling the scent and sight of her favorite flowers with her whole body.

After walking for about five minutes,

She arrived at the center of the vast garden, and there, someone she never expected was doing the same thing she was.

"Albert...?"

There stood Albert, with a very different atmosphere than usual, smelling the scent of daisies.

That Albert had a more mature appearance than the one she knew.

He responded to her call.

"Huh...?"

He rubbed his eyes.

And then he made the same expression as when he first saw her.

Eyes that looked like they would burst into tears at any moment, for some reason, he had that look.

"Why... are you like that?"
"Why did you come only now...? Do you know... do you know how long I've been waiting?"
"You were waiting...?"
"Of course, because Your Majesty was my everything... of course..."

He slowly, very slowly, moved forward.

Shedding tears like raindrops, he walked step by step.

As he approached right in front of her, his hand gradually reached out to her.

Just as that hand was about to touch her cheek...

"Huh...?"

She woke up from the dream.

Albert, who had been looking at her with tears of longing, and the garden full of daisies had vanished without a trace, replaced by the ceiling of her bedroom.

She sat up and looked at the empty space beside her.

"When did he get up..."

She got out of bed as usual.

Then she headed to the dining room with Riel, who had been waiting for her outside the room.

But even there, he was nowhere to be seen.

"Where did he go...?"
"Are you talking about our son-in-law? If so, he already ate and left."
"He left?"
"Yes, he's been gone for quite a while."

Aelin spoke to her, who looked dejected after hearing the Empress's words.

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"
"Not really... I just wanted to see him."
"By the way, what kind of flowers do you like?"
"Flowers, all of a sudden?"
"I was looking around the garden yesterday and saw so many pretty flowers, I got curious."

She answered Aelin's question without any suspicion.

Aelin perked up her ears and listened attentively to the answer.

"I like white daisies."
"Why do you like them?"
"They're pretty, and... when I see those flowers, I feel at peace, I guess? I've seen them a lot since I was young, so that might be part of it."

She gave that answer and continued with her breakfast.

Then the Empress, who seemed to have finished her meal, started a conversation.

"Speaking of daisies, it reminds me of the old days. It feels like just yesterday when I made a daisy ring for Elli... and now she's all grown up."
"I still have that, though it's withered and looks quite different now..."
"That's touching... that you've kept it all this time..."

She loved that gift very much.

It was a gift filled with the sincerity of her mother, whom she had admired so much.

That's probably why she wanted to cherish it even more.

Until the day she left this world.

"Come to think of it... in the dream too..."
"Dream? You had a dream?"
"Yes, it was a bit strange though."

The Empress knew that she rarely dreamed, so she found this fact even more intriguing.

"What kind of dream was it? Was it like last time?"
"I'm not sure... the weather was nice, and the flowers were in full bloom."
"Isn't that a good thing?"
"But... ah, never mind..."

She showed that she didn't want to talk about it.

She made it clear enough that no one asked any further questions about it.

No one at all.

After finishing her meal, she headed to the garden as usual.

"What was that dream about? What does it mean..."

She was anxious because of what had happened three years ago.

Moreover, now they were in a situation where it wouldn't be strange if war broke out again at any moment.

With such unpleasant thoughts, she arrived at the garden.

"It's exactly the same."

A scene almost identical to her dream.

Just like then, she walked very slowly.

Thinking about yesterday's dream, the dream from three years ago, and her childhood when she freely roamed this place with her mother.

"It's eerily identical..."

A scene no different from then.

And just like then, that person was also present in the scene.

The person she had been looking for all this time came into view.

"Albert...?"

She called out to him, just like in the dream.

Then she ran toward him, who had noticed her and smiled like a daisy.

He stretched out his arms toward her.

"But why with those eyes..."

-Whoosh!!-

She threw herself into his arms.

Then, without saying a word, she looked up at him.

"Why so suddenly?"
"Just... feeling a bit anxious."

She didn't wait for him to come to her.

Perhaps it was the influence of that dream.

In that dream, they never touched each other and eventually separated.

She seemed to dislike that.

"Did something happen?"
"No... nothing happened..."

It was obvious to anyone that something had happened, but she didn't say.

Naturally, he would be curious, but Albert didn't question it further.

Instead, with the warmest smile, like the first sun of spring, he said:

"I have something to say, may I?"
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"Of course you can..."

She found it strange.

The fact that he was asking for permission when he could have just said it.

But such thoughts vanished completely when she saw his expression and heard his words.

"We've been dating for quite a while, right? It's been about three years now."
"That's... right? But why?"
"And we've been dating with marriage in mind?"

Hearing those words, she finally understood what he was trying to say.

And because of that, she felt a bit shy.

"Y-yes?"
"But I felt the need to make this official, given the circumstances. I really want to do this."

With those words, she looked into his eyes.

Those eyes were filled with determination and courage.

He looked at the daisy flowers filling the space with those eyes.

"Do you know what daisy flowers symbolize?"

The moment he brought it up, goosebumps covered her body.

Was it because this wasn't the first time she'd heard that question? Or was it because of this situation?

Hiding her bewilderment, she answered.

"Peace and... hope."
"That's right. That's why she liked them so much. Because she lived a life deprived of peace, with no hope in sight?"

He looked straight into her eyes.

"That's why I liked them too, not just because you liked them."
"..."

It was a first.

Him directly expressing something he genuinely liked, something he liked for his own sake...

'Ah... maybe it's not the first time?'

With such thoughts, she looked at the small object in his hand.

The object was tiny.

But its presence was anything but small.

"Originally, I was going to give you a diamond ring like everyone else, but you already have something so nice, right? Besides, I wasn't really drawn to that idea. So..."

Albert seemed to be asking what she thought with his tone and expression.

It was so endearing.

It meant that even after deciding to do this, he had repeatedly worried about whether she would like it.

She quickly answered his unspoken question.

"I like it."

Those words also meant that she still loved daisy flowers.

Hearing her answer, Albert finally exhaled in relief, as if he'd been holding his breath.

Even that was cute.

"So..."

He knelt on one knee and gently took her left hand.

Her heart began to race wildly.

She placed her right hand on her chest.

-Thump! Thump!-

Perhaps because it was finally sinking in, she couldn't calm down.

As she blushed and fidgeted, Albert gave her that characteristic sly smile of his.

Then, slipping the ring onto her ring finger, he said:

"Will you marry me?"

She knew how much he had struggled and worked to say those words.

That made her even more proud of him.

She gave her proud boyfriend a bright smile.

And then answered his proposal.

"Yes!"

With that answer, a status window appeared before her eyes.

-Ding!-

The status window was floating right above the ring.

[Fruit of Destiny (EX)]

[A miraculous destiny that has finally borne fruit]

[This miracle will exist forever wherever they are together]

She stared blankly at the message.

He asked her:

"What's wrong?"
"A strange message appeared, but more importantly..."

With those words, she plucked the whitest daisy flower from the place.

Then, just like him, she made a small ring.

"It's a wedding ring after all, so it would be weird if I'm the only one wearing it."

With those words, she gifted him peace.

Wearing the second ring on the ring finger of his left hand, just like her, he was doing the exact same thing she was.

"Is it because of that?"
"It's amazing, right? I was surprised too..."
"Wait."

Albert suddenly wore a deeply serious expression.

He looked directly at her face and spoke.

"We're going to get married now, right?"
"Y-yes?"
"But I think it's a bit off that you're still speaking formally to me."
"Th-then?"
"From now on, speak casually to me, no exceptions."

He looked at her reddened face and said:

"Understand, honey?"

***

At that moment.

Those who were secretly watching the scene from somewhere were enjoying the proposal as if it were their own.

"Did you hear that?! He called her 'honey'! Honey!"
"They're being ridiculous."
"Are you perhaps feeling sad that your friend is getting married? You really are a loyal friend who cares."
"No, I'm not?"

Unlike Ellin and Raycle, who were showing such boisterous reactions, Riel and Leo were quietly appreciating the scene.

Especially Riel, who was wiping away tears with a handkerchief.

"Sis, don't cry... If you cry, I'll... actually, I'm not tearing up."
"Want to die? I'm already embarrassed for crying without knowing my place..."

Since even the couple themselves didn't cry, that's what she thought.

"But I expected one of them to cry, it's a bit unexpected."
"Right! Now I feel like I'm the only crybaby."
"Because you are."
"Seriously... what's with you lately?"
"It's a joke, just a joke."

Feeling wronged by the teasing, Riel spoke in a voice so small that only Ellin could hear.

"So when are you two going to do it?"
"What..!?"
"You've been dating for quite a while too, and it seems like you've already... done everything?"
"N-no, we haven't!!?"
"They say strong denial is strong affirmation."
"Ugh..."

Ellin was flustered by those words.

"Someday... someday."

Since Ellin never denied the possibility, this couple too would bear fruit someday.

Someday.

***

I knew it would succeed, and of course it did.

But I was still happy, incredibly happy.

Because I had achieved something I had wanted so badly.

And doing this made me feel relieved.

"It's definitely reassuring..."

I looked at the ring on my hand, which matched the cold night air so well.

That ring was on my finger.

"Miracle...? What does that even mean..."

The message clearly said a miracle would exist.

Of course, we couldn't even begin to guess what that miracle might be.

But in this situation, that wasn't our concern.

Right now, it was the right decision to enjoy this happy moment.

I suddenly gripped her hand tightly as she stood there, seemingly tense.

"..!"

Her wide eyes turned toward me.

I asked her, who was unbearably cute:

"By the way, honey, why did you act like that this morning?"
"Wh-what...?"

Unfamiliar casual speech.

She was still stumbling over her words, probably feeling awkward.

But she seemed to be getting better, perhaps because she'd been doing it since morning.

"You ran to me and hugged me as soon as you saw me, why was that?"
"Well... I don't usually dream much."
"Yeah."
"But I had a dream yesterday, and you were in it..."

It must have been quite a bad dream.

I wasn't planning to ask further, but she spoke first.

"In that dream, you were crying when you saw me... asking why I came so late... and then you disappeared in an instant..."
"That's strange."
"Why?"
"Because it's something from my memories."

There was definitely such a time.

The last time I visited this place, although it was a hallucination, I had seen her.

At that time, I had said something like that too.

Asking why she came so late...

And at that time too, when I approached her, she vanished as if it were a lie.

"It's too cruel to be a coincidence."
"There was a similar incident before... when my mother almost died. You prevented it, but... I was worried."
"You must have been scared."

I would have been too.

And given what happened before, she must have been even more anxious.

"But it seems like nothing like that happened, so that's good..."
"You never know, it might have been referring to today's events."
"Ah... don't say that..."

Judging by her reaction, she seemed to be aware of that possibility.

Seeing her pouting, I said:

"It'll be fine, who do you think I am?"
"I... guess so?"
"Yeah, and even if I were about to die, I have you, right?"

As long as she was by my side, I could face any opponent.

At least, that's how I felt.

"I'm not that strong, you know?"
"What are you saying... I've only just caught up to you, and you say you're not strong?"

She is strong.

Especially compared to people her age, she's so strong that it would be disrespectful to even compare.

Yet she was genuinely denying that fact.

"Of course... with you and Father around, how could I be?"
"I agree with the latter, but me... aren't I still lacking?"

She shook her head.

Then she leaned against my shoulder.

"If you were lacking, you wouldn't have been selected for the Special Forces, and you wouldn't have received the special duty to protect me."

She smiled at me as I stared blankly at her.

"And if that weren't the case, I wouldn't rely on you this much."
"That definitely gives me strength."

Those words boosted my confidence and hope.

I enjoyed the night with her, who always gave me strength.

Because it could be the last night we could be at peace like this.
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On a pitch-black night when darkness seemed to have swallowed the world.

It was exactly three months since they had become the dragon's head.

That night, at the heavily guarded imperial border.

An uninvited guest arrived at the walls protected by at least hundreds of thousands of soldiers.

And without anyone noticing.

'This is rather easy.'

Though there was clearly a proper barrier standing firmly in place, the guest broke through it as if to make a point.

Then, as promised, headed toward a nearby tavern.

Despite it being nighttime, the tavern had only one customer. Wearing a black cloak and black hat, the guest approached that lone customer.

A young man who was visibly still young, yet tremendous energy poured out from him.

"As always, I'm curious how you manage to break through."
"Barriers are meant to be broken if you know how."

The woman said as she took a seat.

She possessed so much magical power that it was suspicious to call her human.

Almost like a demon.

The woman greeted the young man, whom she hadn't seen in quite some time, albeit a bit late.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Thanks to you, not really."
"How was I supposed to know they would do that... I didn't know either..."

The young man stared at her sharply for a while before saying:

"Well, it can't be helped... More importantly, is it starting now?"
"Yes, only about a week? That's all we have left."

A week. Even so, a week was relatively plenty of time.

The young man asked the woman with a serious expression.

"But why so soon?"
"I received a mission."
"A mission?"
"Yes, an assassination mission."

The people they were targeting weren't just one or two.

However, if there was one person who needed to be killed first, there was a clear candidate.

"Her Majesty the Empress?"
"You know well. They told me to kill her as soon as possible. That's why I'm here."
"Seems like you've earned their trust?"

It was truly an important mission.

Not some minor task, but one that could completely overturn the dynamics of the war.

Bael had entrusted such a mission to this woman.

"I doubt that's the case."
"Then what?"
"They're just giving it to me because I'm the only one who can do it. And that one-week timeframe I mentioned is just my estimate. Originally, they asked me to invade by the day after tomorrow."

It seems they consider Lilith a nuisance and plan to discard her after she completes the mission.

Just let Lilith die and use the ensuing chaos to invade...

"But how will he know if Her Majesty is dead? Unlike before, there's no way to confirm it..."
"Who knows? Anyway! Are the preparations properly in place?"
"Yes, as far as we can manage."

Of course, no matter how much money is spent on barriers and numerous devices, they would all be cut down by that Solomon.

In the end, the actions of the powerful are what matter most.

And Lilith knew this fact very well.

"As long as you and I do well, that's all that matters, understand?"
"Easy to say..."
"Saying it like that makes me feel like I'm putting pressure on you."
"It's not just a feeling; you are putting pressure on me."
"Don't feel too burdened by what I'm saying. There's nothing good that comes from it anyway."

Hearing those words, the young man put down the fork he was holding and stood up.

Then he extended his hand toward the woman.

"Whatever happens, let's do our best. We're already in the same boat."

Hearing those words, Lilith accepted the handshake.

And then she replied:

"Right, if we die, we die together."
"That's a bit..."
"What? Don't like it?"
"Talking about dying feels strange. I want to live a long life..."

The young man's expression became complicated as he said those words.

There was clear anxiety in his eyes.

But they weren't entirely dark eyes.

He was clearly thinking positively about the current situation.

"And it's not so bad, actually."

***

The scale might have grown larger, but the possibility itself was greater now than before.

However, my feelings were different from back then.

Back then, no matter how unfavorable the situation, I felt we would win. Now, even though the situation seemed manageable, I couldn't shake the feeling we might lose.

The man who had been silently listening to my story finally spoke.

"So there's really not much time left?"
"Yes, according to my estimates."
"Aren't you worried?"
"Of course I'm worried. It's war, after all."

War inflicts countless wounds, and those wounds make this world painful.

Yet, war has always been a part of human history.

Knowing this, people still continue to wage wars.

"It feels like it's just beginning now, even though this war has been going on for quite some time."
"It is just the beginning, you're right. But..."

The Emperor shifted his gaze toward where Lucerne was, with a gloomy look.

I knew who that gaze was directed at.

"Don't worry too much."

Since the Empress couldn't come to the border, we left her in the imperial palace and headed to the border.

Of course, there were guards protecting the Empress.

But naturally, it was more unsettling than when he was protecting her directly.

"I just can't help but feel uneasy..."

The Emperor was anxious despite Andres being there to protect her.

Of course, I understood his feelings.

If I were in his situation, I wouldn't be much different.

"If you're that concerned, perhaps adding more soldiers would..."
"Hey."
"Yes?"
"How much do you know about the enemy forces?"
"I know about the number of executioners and their abilities."

He suddenly approached me.

Then, with an intensely serious expression, he grabbed my shoulders with both hands.

"Then... when the battle begins, if the enemy's numbers are overwhelming, could you return to Lucerne?"
"That's not impossible... but there's one problem."
"What is it?"

It takes quite some time to get from here to Lucerne.

Even by train, it would take days, and even though I'm known for my speed, I would clearly be too late.

However, it seemed he had already thought of this.

And for quite some time...

"If you're worried about being late, don't worry. I've made preparations."
"Perhaps... a teleportation magic circle?"
"Of course."

He was far more meticulous than I had thought.

A teleportation magic circle from here to Lucerne would have required preparation at least a week in advance.

"Then it's possible."
"If you go, take Ally with you. I think it's better for you two to move together."
"Yes, understood."

I wasn't particularly thrilled about that, but caution was certainly necessary.

Even if the main force achieved victory, if the Empress died, everything we had done so far would be for nothing.

'But if someone comes, it would be either Agareus or Bael... can we win?'

Agareus would be somewhat manageable, but against Bael, there would be no answer.

Bael not only freely used numerous spells but also possessed considerable raw power.

With sheer force alone, he could defeat someone like me.

That's why, even if she went with me, there was no guarantee we could save the Empress.

"I hope such a situation doesn't arise."
"Of course, that would be best. But life isn't so accommodating."
"I know that too."
"So even if it's a bit troublesome, please do as I ask."
"Yes..."

With those final words, he ended the conversation and headed to his room.

The loneliness felt from his retreating figure.

That figure so blatantly conveyed the responsibility shouldered by an emperor of a nation.

Moreover, he was now separated from the Empress, who had been his only support.

'He's just like Her Majesty the Queen back then...'

She had the exact same look back then.

More troubled than anyone else, but unable to easily confide in anyone.

Especially with his personality, he wouldn't open up to anyone except the Empress.

"I hope this ends well."

I wish this would end quickly so I wouldn't have to see him like that anymore.

Though given the current state of the war, that seems unlikely...

"By the way... when did you arrive?"

An uninvited guest.

That guest had been beside me for some time.

And when I spoke, she was startled.

"How did you know?"
"Just a feeling, that's all."
"You're better than that barrier."
"That's a given."
"You seem a bit sensitive lately?"

Maybe I was.

But this was natural.

It would be more rational to think that person who acted as if nothing was wrong was the strange one.

"I can't help it..."
"By the way, I haven't seen her much lately?"
"Who?"
"Your girlfriend. Is it okay to leave your boyfriend alone like this?"
"..."

I didn't give any particular answer.

Instead, I looked at her tilting her head behind the person who had spoken.

"Where are you looking... oh? Hello?"
"It's been a while."
"You brought her?"
"Yes, just as you said, she came along when I mentioned her."

Lilith was looking back and forth between the two of us for some reason.

I asked the distractedly behaving Lilith:

"Why are you looking at us like that?"
"Nothing... you two just seem to get along really well."
"What a pointless thing to say..."

I stopped such trivial conversation and gazed at the vast plain stretched out before me.

Originally, this place was a beautiful forest full of greenery, but now it was hard to find even a single blade of grass or living creature.

However, this empty plain would soon be filled in some form or another.

"I'm looking forward to it."
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Black shadows advancing toward the Empire, their numbers so dense they were uncountable.

From simple demons to beastmen and insectoids, allied forces and the monsters under their control had gathered to form a massive army.

The army was divided into three large divisions, with the foremost heading toward the nearest wall where the enemy had likely stationed their largest force.

Within that enormous division was someone who radiated an aura incomparably stronger than the others.

He was carefully stroking his reliable subordinate, which he had obtained with great difficulty.

"I look forward to your performance. I have quite high expectations for you."
"..."

The dragon-shaped subordinate gave no response to his words.

Instead, a rather brutish-looking individual spoke up.

"Your Majesty... Is it really okay to have just this many troops for the main force?"
"Of course it's fine. Don't I count for something?"

That was true.

Besides, Solomon was here too, along with other reinforcements, so the situation wasn't that bad.

Still, Amon thought it wasn't enough.

'The enemy won't be pushovers either... We should at least have Lilith...'

As Amon thought this, the other spoke as if reading his mind.

"Don't worry too much. All divisions will eventually converge in one place. And didn't I tell you that woman isn't to be trusted?"

Though he had been taking good care of his subordinates lately, he made an exception for Lilith.

This time too, Bael had casually assigned Lilith the impossibly difficult mission of assassinating the Empress.

Amon was thinking about her, who had left their homeland much earlier than they had.

'Where is she now? What is she doing? She must still be alive though, knowing her...'

Amon had always considered Lilith a comrade and maintained a good relationship with her.

Because of that, he didn't think for a moment that she might have been defeated.

Rather, Amon thought:

'With some luck, she might actually succeed in the assassination.'

Lilith was capable enough to make such thoughts plausible, which made him question Bael's judgment even more.

Unfortunately, Amon wasn't in a position to voice these thoughts.

Of course, no one except perhaps Agareus would be in such a position.

'That old man should be here at times like this...'

***

The person Amon referred to as "that old man."

Among the powerful figures of the Babylon Kingdom, he ranked at least in the top three. Now, far from his lord, he was preparing for the imminent war.

"Our forces are numerically disadvantaged, so don't let your guard down, especially you."

As he spoke, he was looking at a boy who appeared at least 100 years younger than himself.

The boy, quite boldly, showed no particular reaction to his words.

He simply stood with his arms crossed, wearing a disgruntled expression.

"Fix your face. I'm asking nicely."
"Why am I even here?"
"Don't complain. It's His Majesty's will."
"His Majesty this, His Majesty that. You'll wear yourself out."

The moment those words left the boy's mouth, the man's sharp hand shot toward the boy's neck.

-Swish!!-

His face was tense as he threatened the boy's neck.

Those words had made him furious.

"Watch your mouth. Even if His Majesty favors you, if you keep talking like that, I'll have to take measures."
"Geez... so sensitive... Fine, I'm sorry."

When the boy apologized, he withdrew his hand.

Then he began to explain what the boy had wanted to know.

Looking at the massive magic circle in front of him and the mages constructing it, he said:

"Unlike the main force, our division will head directly to the capital, Lucerne. That's why we're preparing this magic circle."
"You should have said so earlier. I would have kept my mouth shut."

Though the boy spoke like this, the fault clearly lay with him.

This wasn't the first time the man had explained this.

Still, it was fortunate that the boy understood now.

The boy's face brightened considerably.

"So we can go find her right away?"
"Do you even know where she is?"
"Of course not, but according to His oh-so-great Majesty, she should be in prison."
"So do you know where that prison is?"
"Of course not."

What a cheerfully clueless boy.

The man looked at him and put his hand to his forehead.

Then he poured cold water on the excited boy's enthusiasm.

"Regardless of whether you know or not, independent action is forbidden. Until the order to search for her comes down, focus on the mission His Majesty has given us."
"Tch... those damn orders... do they feed me or something?"

The boy found those words extremely distasteful.

But there was nothing he could do about it.

At best, he could only follow their orders and sacrifice himself for his homeland; his personal goals would inevitably have to be set aside for now.

Yet paradoxically, temporarily setting aside his personal goals was the fastest way to achieve them.

Of course, the boy failed to realize this.

"Don't be too hasty. If the war ends well, you'll eventually achieve your goal."
"I know, I know."

He spoke to the boy who still hadn't stepped onto the magic circle.

"If you know, then hurry up and get in. It's almost complete."
"But isn't this too reckless from the start? With this much magical power, wouldn't it be more reasonable to just blast our way through?"

It was a somewhat persuasive argument.

However, that would only be reasonable if they were confident they could do it and actually capable of doing so.

"That would be reasonable if it were possible. We don't know how the enemy will move."
"They don't know about us either."

He found the boy's quick retorts annoying, but he still managed to continue the conversation while suppressing his anger.

In exchange, his tone became completely devoid of sincerity.

"That's what gambling is. Our Majesty doesn't like such things."

Agareus raised his head to look in the direction of the main force.

In his field of vision, he could barely make out a tiny point of light.

At that moment, Agareus knelt down and placed his hand on the magic circle.

"And be careful. It's starting."

As he spoke, an enormous amount of magical power erupted from the ground beneath them, and the dull magic circle began to emit a red light.

-Tzzzzz!! Wheeeeeng!!-

In that brief instant.

They leaped across that vast distance in an instant, arriving in Lucerne, tens of kilometers away from their original location in that short time.

But such miraculous feats always came with a price.

In an abandoned cathedral in Lucerne, large enough to easily accommodate thousands of soldiers, the physical condition of those who had been transported was not good.

"Urrrgh..."
"Blegh!!"

Everyone was holding their heads, trying to maintain balance.

Everyone except Agareus.

"Why make such a fuss over something this trivial?"
"It's always amazing... how can you be so fine?"
"You and I are cut from the same cloth. Don't make such a fuss."

As he said, both Fenex and he appeared to be in similar condition on the surface.

However, Fenex wasn't quite at the level of being 'completely unaffected.'

Still, he didn't show unseemly behavior like staggering or vomiting like the other soldiers.

He just stood there with a grimace.

"But isn't that a bit... aren't they overreacting?"

While Fenex was shaking his head at the sight of his comrades, Agareus, the commander of this division, spoke in a resonant voice.

"Men, we don't have time to waste like this."

But those words weren't enough.

So he thought:

'I should issue an order.'

The order was surprisingly simple.

A small command that even a five-year-old child could follow.

But the weight of that order was unimaginably heavy.

He spoke in a voice quite different from usual, filled with killing intent.

"Get up right now."

At his single command, which made even the surrounding air tense, those who had been disoriented regained their balance and stood up.

Looking at the scene, he said:

"This place is teeming with the humans you so despise. Once we leave this abandoned cathedral, there will be many humans. You have only one task."

In his eyes, as he uttered these words, there was intense determination and faith—faith in himself, in his subordinates, and in his lord who would have begun battle by now.

With that look in his eyes, he gave them their second order.

"And that is... to slaughter those humans."
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Dark, gloomy clouds.

Those clouds filling the entire sky of the Empire were flaunting their ominous energy with blatant audacity.

Thanks to them, the Empire was instantly dyed in shades of gray.

However, this did not last long.

"Aaaaargh...!!"
"De... demons...!!"
"Pl... please spare me...! Please!!"

The desperate screams and pleas of an ordinary man of the Empire.

Behind the man shouting at the top of his lungs stood a small girl.

The girl had an appearance that made one wonder if she had barely entered high school, if at all.

But it was unlikely they would consider such things.

Whatever the circumstances, from their perspective, she was merely a citizen of an enemy nation—an enemy.

"Then... at least spare this child..!"
"Fucking noisy."

His voice didn't reach them, and the man swung his sword as if to make a show of it.

-Swoosh!!-

His sword, capable of slicing most objects in two with just a touch, rushed forward at a terrifying speed.

And finally, it reached the man's neck.

-Slash!! Thud!!!-

The man's body collapsed lifelessly to the ground, his head flying off into the distance.

The space between was stained with blood, and there stood the girl.

The girl, covered in the man's blood, was caressing the lifeless corpse.

Her pupils, lips, and hands were trembling madly.

The one who had killed the man looked at the scene and spoke.

"You all, if you don't want to end up like this, you'd better run away now. Though it probably won't make much difference."

Contrary to his words, Fenex wore a bright smile—completely different from his usual demeanor.

Then he pointed his sword at the girl in front of him and said.

"Aren't you going to run? I could spare someone like you."
"Just kill her, don't do anything weird."
"We could take her as a prisoner of war, why are you being so rigid? It's not like you have to do it yourself..."

After checking his expression, Fenex scratched the back of his head.

"Just kidding... kidding... I'll kill her... tch, what a waste."

Fenex swung his sword toward the girl.

The girl, as if accepting death, squeezed her eyes shut.

Fortunately, however, the sword never reached her.

Instead, another sword intercepted it.

-Clang!!-

The one who blocked the sword with relative ease apologized to the girl for some reason.

Even though it wasn't his fault at all.

"I'm sorry, I arrived too late..."

He pushed away Fenex's sword and guided the girl toward where other survivors were.

Then he looked at the bodies strewn across the ground, including the girl's father, who had already lost their lives.

Some with severed heads, others with pierced hearts, and some with limbs cut off.

The sight made his face contort.

"I should have been here sooner..."

Hearing that whisper, Agareus looked at him, who had joined much faster than expected.

Crimson hair, pitch-black dagger, and a face full of determination and anger, yet calm.

The image was so contradictory, but since he was standing right there, Agareus had no choice but to believe it.

"Still, be glad. According to our predictions, you would have arrived after this city turned to ruins."
"Your mouth is still working, I see. Haven't you changed at all?"
"You?"

That somewhat disrespectful remark was bound to anger Agareus, who roughly knew his age.

Yet he showed a confident expression and attitude as if there was nothing wrong.

"Yeah, you."
"Do you want to die? I was planning to spare your life at least, because of His Majesty's orders..."
"What are you saying... you're just an old man about to die, yet you talk too much?"
"You'll regret that foolish judgment soon."

The "old man about to die" comment hit critically, and the angered Agareus frowned as he drew his sword.

-Shing!!-

The sword that emerged from its scabbard with a neat sound.

That sword exuded a presence no less intimidating than his own.

Of course, in terms of actual strength, it was somewhat different.

'Obviously, I'm lacking.'

That's what he thought.

Yet he didn't try to escape the situation; instead, he pointed his sword at his opponent just the same.

Despite being at a disadvantage both in skill and numbers.

In that situation, he boldly swung his sword toward Agareus's left shoulder.

-Clang!!-

Agareus caught that sword with just his left hand.

Red blood flowed from that hand.

Agareus endured the pain and swung the sword in his right hand.

The sword rushing in a straight line toward him eventually collided with something.

-Crack! Clang!!-

But it wasn't his arm or shoulder.

Agareus's sword was blocked by an ice chunk that appeared from nowhere, and naturally, he didn't miss this opportunity.

He planted his fist right in the middle of Agareus's face, as if to make a point.

-Thud!!!-

An explicit impact sound.

He must have hit quite hard, as Agareus flew back like a mosquito hit by a fan and tumbled to the ground.

Everyone there was shocked by the sight.

Except for him and her, who slowly revealed herself behind him.

***

"It's been a while, Agareus."

Like me, she was also acquainted with him.

In fact, she had seen him on the battlefield before and had almost killed him.

Almost, but didn't.

"Seeing you so intact makes me regret that time even more. Anyway, Aelin, please evacuate the people here."
"Yes...!"

Aelin, who had already arrived with a small number of soldiers, began evacuating the citizens.

She left Aelin behind and approached right behind me.

Then she murmured in a low voice.

"You probably know, but our goal isn't to annihilate the enemy forces."
"I'll keep that in mind."

I looked at him.

At him rising from the ground, wiping the blood flowing from his face, looking at us with eyes full of anger.

"What a malicious gaze."
"Kill that uncivilized human...!!"

After giving that order, he was the first to approach me.

Then he swung his sword somewhat erratically.

That sword had no weight to it and was incredibly light.

Yet, ironically, it was strong.

Strong enough that I couldn't have blocked it all if I were alone.

'What kind of monster is this...'

It was fortunate that he couldn't use his unique skill in this situation.

If he could, it would have been twice as exhausting.

I blocked his attacks together with her.

While doing so, I dealt with the small fry hovering around him one by one.

-Slash!! Clang!!!-

No matter how they were demons and specially selected, they were still just ordinary soldiers, and they could never withstand my sword.

Especially now that I was with her and had activated all my unique skills—the strongest state I could create.

That was enough to create a miracle.

"How long are you going to fight so cowardly?!"

He seemed quite angry as we kept dodging to the sides or behind while gradually reducing their numbers.

It was understandable since he had suffered several attacks, resulting in various wounds, large and small.

Of course, we were in the same boat, but the weight of the wounds was different.

I swung my sword in an arc toward his angry face.

He had no choice but to take a step back.

He probably didn't want his nose cut off right before his eyes.

I cut off the heads of two small fry who were left exposed when he stepped back.

-Slash!! Splat!!!-

Red liquid flowing from those severed heads—I was covered in that liquid as I spoke.

"This is the way of us 'uncivilized humans,' but isn't it much more fair than overwhelming with numbers?"
"Your mouth runs well..."
"By the way, Fenex. Aren't you as aggressive as this old man?"

At first, it seemed like he had no intention of fighting me at all.

It was a bit different now, but he wasn't as aggressive as Agareus.

Fenex looked alternately at me, her, and behind us.

Even at someone located so far away that they were barely visible from Fenex's position.

Then he spoke with a trembling voice.

"Could you be enthusiastic if you were in my place...?"

If she were tied up like that with a sword at her neck...

I would probably look no different from him.

Of course, from my current position, that wasn't my concern.

"If it were me, I'd try even harder, because I'm different from you."
"Shut up..."
"If you come to our side, I'll spare you, specially."
"Don't be swayed by such words!!"

His cry—that cry seemed so desperate.

And that made it pitiful.

An army of thousands was being blocked by just the two of us.

I paused my attack briefly and asked them as they were chatting with the enemy.

"Don't you realize that this benefits us? You must be quite stupid."

I looked at him as he was about to resume movement and asked.

"Is that what your precious 'Majesty' taught you?"
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At that moment.

On another battlefield, a different battle was raging.

The intersection of dozens, hundreds of spells, the collision of tens of thousands of weapons.

Even amidst that dizzying spectacle, there were naturally those who engaged in spectacular combat as if flaunting their existence.

And among such individuals, the brightest and the darkest two.

Naturally, they were the ones positioned at the very top of their respective countries—their leaders.

Their fierce battle left spectators with their mouths agape, breaking some people's fighting spirit while igniting others'.

-BOOM!! CRASH!!!-

The shockwaves and magical fragments created when their fists collided caused massive damage to those nearby.

Occasionally, they disrupted magic circles or spell casting, or flew toward innocent bystanders, inflicting wounds.

Yet they did not stop fighting.

Both of them...

'If I just kill this one in front of me, we win..!'
'If I just kill this human before me, we win..!'

That was their mindset.

And that thought was an absolute truth.

Just as most living beings die when their heads are severed, an army composed of numerous personnel loses its strength when it loses its commanding leader.

Of course, the same applied to their own armies, so they had to be careful with their bodies.

Reinhardt leaned his left shoulder back to prepare for a spell flying toward his left side.

-Whoosh!! BOOM!-

The spell that appeared before his eyes and disappeared in an instant lost its way and flew off in some strange direction.

After dodging the spell like that, he extended his fist toward Bael's hand, specifically his right hand.

-CRACK!!-

Bael caught his incoming hand with his left hand.

Then he aimed his remaining right hand at Reinhardt's face.

-Whiiiiing!!-

Bael preparing a spell.

Naturally, Reinhardt wasn't going to just watch this happen. He instantly twisted his body and targeted Bael's head with his free right hand.

A critical moment.

It was a matter of who was even slightly faster, and the answer to that question wasn't singular.

-Thud!!- -Boom!!-

Reinhardt's fist embedded in Bael's face and Bael's spell smashing into Reinhardt's face.

These events occurred simultaneously to an astonishing degree.

Naturally, both had to retreat a little.

Both had simultaneously and precisely landed hits on each other's faces.

Yet both wiped away the blood flowing from their faces with expressions suggesting they were completely unfazed.

"Tch..."

This situation was beneficial to neither of them.

The demons who, unlike humans, couldn't immediately recover from wounds, and the humans who were facing Solomon without Bael.

The situation was certainly ambiguous now.

That's why they immediately resumed combat.

-CRASH!!-

The tide of battle could completely change with just a little achievement, which is why they clashed fists.

They tried to wound each other as much as possible and hurried to rejoin their forces as quickly as possible.

And as these thoughts took root in their minds, their own safety became secondary.

Whether that was a good choice or not, they had no other option.

The weight on their shoulders was heavier than anything else.

"Why don't you just give up now?"

He grabbed Bael's head firmly.

Then he slammed it into the ground.

-CRASH!!-

The ground caved in as if swept by magic.

Despite such force, Bael didn't make a sound nor did he blink an eye.

Seeing this, Reinhardt released his grip and stood up.

"Are you still playing that doppelgänger game? Doesn't it drain quite a bit of magic?"
"Is that any of your business? It's my choice, don't tell me what to do."
"Then is it also your choice to wield tools like the humans you so despise?"

While there were countless subordinates using tools around them, Bael was someone who never used them himself.

Knowing this fact better than anyone, Reinhardt could bring it up.

To which Bael responded as if it were nothing:

"I'm simply acknowledging that I was wrong, don't make a fuss about it."
"You've changed quite a bit."
"It's a problem when people don't change."
"That sounds like an excuse to me, or is it just my imagination?"

-Woooong!!!-

With those words, he finally activated [Transcendence].

Normally, he would have increased his magical defense.

But now, the atmosphere felt completely different from usual.

Seeing this, Bael pointed his staff at him.

"Quite a risky... gamble."

He propelled his now nimbler—no, dimensionally more agile—body to close the distance with Bael.

In an instant, a moment brief enough to be called a flash, Bael smiled as he saw Reinhardt approach right before his face.

Then he cast a spell as usual.

-Shrick!!-

But the spell didn't spread.

Generally speaking, this would mean the spell didn't reach him.

But in reality, it did.

Yet Bael's [Explosion] didn't activate.

Having visibly absorbed Bael's magic with his second unique skill, he said:

"You're being... quite troublesome."

His second unique skill.

[Sage's Hand], a skill that explained why he was rated higher than Bael.

[Sage's Hand].

This skill allowed him to absorb all magic below a certain level.

And while it said "below a certain level," he could absorb everything except for Bael's magic within the Babylon Kingdom and Bael's unique skills.

Of course, like [Transcendence], it had a time limit.

But someone who had been saving his skill like this...

"You're not the only one."

From the perspective of saving skills, Bael was actually one step ahead of him.

After all, Bael's second unique skill was the world's greatest mystery.

For the first time in actual combat, Bael used his second unique skill, [Heaven's Gift].

"I too possess such a unique skill."

***

While everyone was shedding blood and sweat, wrestling with matters of life and death.

In the imperial palace, the voice of someone worried about them echoed.

That voice was trembling.

"Do... do you think they're doing well...?"

She could see the situation anytime she wanted.

Yet the Empress didn't look.

She simply prayed to her god, Michael.

In the cathedral located within the imperial palace, before the statue of Michael.

The Empress was praying to that statue.

"Oh God... please... let them return alive... I don't need anything else, just let them come back alive..."
"They will surely return alive."

Andres, responsible for the Empress's safety, stood beside her.

Although he was protecting her, the Empress found his actions displeasing.

She thought he was wasting his time guarding someone as useless as herself in such a dire situation.

That's why the Empress urgently grabbed Andres's shoulder.

"Andres..!"
"If you're ordering me to head to the battlefield right now, I must refuse."

Of course, Andres understood her feelings.

But he couldn't leave.

He had made a promise to his lord, and that took precedence over everything else for him.

And that lord would want it that way too.

"Why...? Are you saying that order is more important than the very existence of this country...? Without this country, nothing else matters...!!"

The Empress's outcry.

Hearing that cry, Andres's heart began to waver.

Without this country, nothing else matters.

Those words shook his heart.

'If there's no country, what's the point of keeping that order? Is it even an order that can be kept while abandoning the country? Shouldn't protecting the country come first?'

The numerous thoughts swirling in his mind and the desperate face before him.

Seeing that... his heart couldn't help but be moved.

"Your Majesty... is it alright for you to depart so early?"

Of course, death wasn't certain.

Naturally, him leaving to join the battlefield didn't guarantee the Empress's death.

Yet Andres had concluded the Empress would die.

Was it because of what he had said before the war began? Or was it just a feeling?

Whatever it was, the thought that 'if I leave now, the Empress will die' wouldn't leave his mind.

And that terrified him.

But the Empress felt differently.

"If my death means this country lives..! That's more than fine..! Nothing could be better.."

Those sincere words.

Words so genuine that they couldn't possibly be false struck Andres's heart.

And they completely shattered the stubbornness residing in his heart.

Having finally made his decision, Andres clenched his fist.

"Then please evacuate to the safest place possible, somewhere that no one, not even I, would know about."
"Of course..!"

The Empress shed tears of joy.

She immediately ran toward that place.

She hurried toward a location that only she and the Emperor would know, not even Andres.

Andres watched her retreating figure.

As he did, he admired the determination and courage emanating from her back.

"Indeed... she's an extraordinary person..."

However, he failed to sense another aura emanating from that retreating figure.

Of course, that aura was something that no one could see except for the one who had told Andres...

'Don't leave Her Majesty the Empress alone, ever.'

But...

Ch.220 - 219. Starting Point (5)
# 219. Starting Point (5)

Marco, Amelia, Diabolica, Light, Kyle, and many others.

The numerous powerful fighters gathered here were giving their all in battle, hoping for a swift conclusion to their fight.

Their determination to face Solomon, the strongest living being on earth, and the Executioners who were no less formidable than themselves, was extraordinary.

They carried a resolve in their hearts—a willingness to die here if necessary, a conviction that sacrificing themselves to secure victory in this war would be a noble end.

Of course, alongside that resolve was also the thought, "Though I'd prefer to return alive if possible..."

Solomon, a dragon of unimaginable size, didn't attack relentlessly, but each strike was lethal.

Those who fearlessly inflicted wounds on Solomon's body were mercilessly crushed beneath him.

-BOOM! CRASH!!-

It was merely the act of stepping down.

Just raising a foot and bringing it down.

Yet it created a tremor and sound as if an earthquake had struck.

That was the kind of monster Solomon was.

Still, he wasn't using his breath—the symbol of dragons and their most terrifying weapon.

Diabolica felt relieved about this fact as she used her spear to deflect the monster's attacks.

"A small blessing in this misfortune..."

Kyle, who was helping block the monster's movements alongside Diabolica, spoke while embedding magic into various parts of the beast's body.

"He's staying true to himself—someone who normally despises fighting. Even in this moment, I can see his reluctance to fight us."

However, Kyle didn't take comfort in this observation.

"Still, we don't know when his mind might change, or how much stronger Bael's control might become."
"Indeed."

Diabolica and Kyle, along with tens of thousands of soldiers, were working to contain Solomon's movements.

Though they had just met for this mission, their coordination was impressive.

There seemed to be an unspoken understanding among those of great power.

The two achieved high-level combination attacks without much explicit communication.

Unlike others, Diabolica fearlessly climbed onto Solomon's massive body.

She then thrust her spear into his left wing.

-Tch..!-

The enraged Solomon used his magical energy to fix Diabolica's position.

Then he opened his mouth toward her.

"Maybe I went too far...?"

-WHIIIIING!!-

Magical energy began to gather.

In no time, it grew so massive that even the two people battling far away could sense it.

At that moment, a bright red light like the midday sun was about to engulf the area.

But Kyle's magic was faster.

-CRACK!!-

Kyle's spell hit Solomon's mouth directly.

This diverted the direction of the breath, which was then discharged into the air.

-WHOOOOSH!!!-

The dragon's breath cut through the empty sky.

It was clearly on a different level from human magic.

If that attack had hit the human army, it would have not only claimed the soldiers' lives but also demolished the walls behind them.
Realizing this, Diabolica stopped pushing her luck and immediately descended to the ground.

"That was close..."
"That's why we should just focus on defense."
"Why didn't you stop me?"
"I thought I could redirect it in time."

Given the situation, it seemed best to avoid using powerful skills.

Otherwise, they might end up in the same predicament as before, and there was no guarantee Kyle would be able to block it again.

"This is... frustrating."
"It's fine as long as we don't provoke him too much. I think we should try setting up a barrier first."

***

"Damn it... shit..."

As I cursed, Agareus, who was watching, said:

"Why don't you just give up now? This place was never meant for children like you."
"Shut up."

I was clearly reaching my physical limit.

But the number of opponents had also noticeably decreased.

I kept reminding myself of this fact to stay focused.

"Big talk from a has-been who can't even take down one kid."
"Stop the bravado. I know you're at your limit."

If the fight had continued like before, I wouldn't have been this exhausted.

But thanks to Agareus's unique skill, I had suffered quite a bit.

And that suffering was ongoing.

Unlike before, there wasn't just one of him in my field of vision.

"Ten of them?"
"Yes, ten."

Agareus's first unique skill, [Division], and his second unique skill, [Halt].

These two skills were incredibly troublesome.

But there was one positive aspect.

"They've decreased quite a bit."
"Huh...?"
"That's all you have left—just these ten."

I had already killed half of them.

Taking hope from this fact, I pushed my tired body forward and plunged back into the pain.

Immediately, the ten Agareus copies surrounded me.

And in that state, they used the second unique skill.

Of course, I had my own countermeasure.

I flicked my sword toward my left forearm.

"Stop."

As soon as Agareus's voice reached me, my body froze completely.

It felt like only my time had stopped.

But unlike before, this sensation didn't last long, and extreme pain soon overwhelmed it.

"Ugh...!"

I pulled the sword out of my forearm.

Even removing it hurt.

I felt like crying, but I held back.

Then I swung my sword at these annoying copies before me.

First, I thrust my sword toward the heart of the one in front.

-CLANG!!-

It was blocked.

But I used [Swift] to get closer to him and twisted the arm holding the sword.

-CRACK!!-

This one wasn't the real one, that was certain.

Still, I stabbed my sword into his heart.

-SQUELCH!!-

Blood spurted out simultaneously.

Without even feeling the coolness of that blood, I targeted another one.

The copies created by [Division] were definitely weaker than the original.

They were slightly weaker than me.

Moreover, with her blocking the attacks of the remaining eight, it was easier to take them out one by one.

Of course, they were only weak compared to the original—each one was still formidable in absolute terms, and her defense wasn't perfect.

After quickly dispatching one, I created distance between myself and the others.

During that process, I was stabbed by a sword.

-THUD!-

And punched.

-THWACK! THUMP!!-

I bled and bruised.

It hurt. I wanted to give up.

But whenever I felt that way, I remembered that time.

'This is quite similar...'

It was him back then too.

Because of the memory of that day when I lost her after being defeated by this guy, I couldn't fall.

I kept getting up, again and again.

Unlike then, she was helping me now.

I was in quite a fortunate situation.

Though my opponent didn't see it that way.

"You're persistent..."
"Losing again would wound my pride too much."
"Again?"

His copies had all vanished at some point.

Their corpses were strewn across the ground.

Looking at those bodies, I said:

"You'll end up like them."

I threw the sword I was holding to the ground and summoned a much larger one.

Then, with her covering me, I approached him.

As if he had been waiting for this, he charged at me first.

Agareus leaped lightly and swung his sword at me from mid-air.

I quickly spun my body.

-SWOOSH!-

His sword cut through the air.

But eventually, that sword came after me.

-CLANG!!-

I gripped my sword firmly with both hands and drove him back.

Right trapezius, left leg, arm, leg, head, heart.

I aimed for every vulnerable spot, but neither of us landed a hit on the other.

However, as time passed, I could feel us being pushed back.

And that fact was confirmed with a single attack.

His sword broke through her magic.

-BOOM!!-

And then pierced my abdomen.

-THUD!!-

"Argh..!"

The sharp sword penetrated my stomach.

I felt the blade's coldness and sharpness vividly through my body.

It was dizzying.

I thought I might lose consciousness.

But there was one fortunate thing.

I managed to gather my remaining consciousness and swung my sword toward his blade.

Or more accurately, I placed it against his sword.

Then I muttered in a low voice:

"I'm not asking for much, just take this..."

-RUMBLE..!!-

An abyss emerged from my sword and gripped his blade tightly.

Surprised, Agareus hurriedly tried to pull his sword out.

But unfortunately, the sword didn't budge.

"Give up. It's already too late..."

The abyss devoured his sword.

Slowly but surely, like a parasite tormenting its host.

Of course, he wouldn't just stand still.

But his attacks didn't reach me.

I watched him attempting attacks that wouldn't connect and said:

"You should have just stayed away... making me anxious for nothing... though I guess this is safer."

And soon after, reinforcements arrived.

Reinforcements I had hoped would never come.
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I wished he would never come.

Because that person shouldn't have been left alone.

Still, seeing the defensive barrier surrounding me and Agareus blocked by it was admittedly reassuring.

Thanks to that, Agareus's sword ultimately became crippled.

'I just need to end this quickly...'

With that thought in mind, I swung my sword at the figure before me.

I thrust my blade into various parts of his body, starting with his arms and legs.

-Slash! Slash!! Stab!-

Of course, he tried to escape.

But the ice walls and light barriers that kept appearing.

Because of them, he was in a situation where he could neither attack me nor escape from here.

Still, he didn't give up.

"You think you can stop me with these pathetic barriers..!!"

With a thunderous shout, he began breaking down the walls blocking his path one by one.

Even as my sword stabbed and slashed him.

He continued swinging his fists forward while bleeding and bruising.

He didn't give up.

It would be easier if he did.

To be honest, it seemed like a situation where simply accepting death would be much better.

Yet he refused to give up.

The result was astonishing.

-Crack! Boom!!-

Those walls shattered spectacularly, and Agareus, with his battered body, finally ran toward the path that had opened up.

Then he firmly grabbed the wrist of Phenex, who was still unable to find his way.

"Huh..? Sir..?"
"Hey..! You really..."

Agareus understood his feelings.

He understood because he too had once loved someone and missed them.

But the current situation was not one where they could be swayed by such personal matters.

"We don't have time for this now, follow me quickly.."

He kept his words brief.

Then he left this place, taking Phenex, his only remaining subordinate, with him.

I couldn't do anything as they departed.

There were many reasons, but the biggest was my physical condition.

Agareus wasn't the only one in serious physical condition.

"That's fortunate, you did well. To achieve this much against the military forces..."

Andres's soft voice.

He was healing me with his divine power.

My wounds closed and my flesh became visible again.

It was clearly helpful to me.

Without him, it would have been difficult to reach this point.

If things had gone wrong, I might have lost.

Still, I couldn't view Andres's choice favorably.

"But... why did you come?"
"I came because I thought this might happen."
"So you didn't trust us?"
"It's not a matter of trust or not. This was a fight you couldn't win from the beginning."

That was true.

But we weren't unaware of that fact.

"Regardless, senior, you have your own duties."
"If I hadn't come, you might have died."
"Even so."

I looked into his eyes.

Then I spoke with an intensely serious voice.

"Please go back even now, it's not too late."
"No, and I need to know where she is to go."
"What...?"

When I reacted as if he was talking nonsense, he explained.

"Her Majesty the Empress has evacuated to a location known only to herself and His Majesty the Emperor."
"And?"
"So I don't know where."

I couldn't just stand by in this frustratingly impossible situation.

So I rose from the blood-stained floor.

And once again took up my sword.

"Then I'll go."

I didn't have confidence in my ability to change his mind about losing the Empress.

So I moved forward.

I didn't know where the Empress might be.

Still...

"She must be somewhere..."

With that thought in one corner of my mind, I headed toward the imperial palace.

Trusting the uneasy feeling that filled my head.

***

Luna, Reina, and a small number of others.

Those who had become famous for being members of the party she had established were now arriving behind the enemy's main force after circling around the battlefield.

However, their job wasn't to attack the main force from behind.

That would come a little later.

"So when is he coming?"

Chris asked, looking in one direction.

The one who answered wasn't human like them.

"He'll be here soon."
"But why are you here? Wouldn't it be better for you to join the main force?"
"Exactly, we should be sufficient on our own."

Familiar reactions.

Hearing and seeing these responses, Lilith chuckled and said:

"You guys are quite arrogant, huh? Being confident and being arrogant are different things."

But he wasn't being arrogant.

He was confident.

He quickly assessed the opponent's level and showed composure when that level was lower than his own, but he never showed such leisure in battles against those stronger than himself.

Lilith pointed to the Babylon Kingdom's reinforcements that had finally come into view and said:

"You're going to have a hard time from now on. Oh, and just so you know, if things get urgent, I'll abandon you and run away anytime."
"What...? If things get urgent?"
"Yeah, the situation is pretty bad right now... Just follow me."

With those words, he climbed down from the tree he had been perched on.

Then he boldly appeared before the reinforcements.

They were startled by their superior's sudden appearance.

"L-Lord Lilith...? So you were alive after all..!"
"Of course, who do you think I am? Did you think I was going to die?"
"O-Of course not! But... who are those children behind you? They don't seem to be demons..."

The reinforcement soldiers noticed their presence.

Lilith looked at those soldiers and spoke in a shamelessly cold voice:

"I'm curious, if these guys fought you, who would win?"
"What...?"
"But you seem like you'd be in the way."

The level of the stronger ones becoming visible seemed impossible for them to handle directly.

So Lilith raised his sword.

Then he slashed through the air with it.

-Slash! Slash!-

He clearly cut through empty air.

It should have been a pointless action that would normally produce no result.

But whether it was because Lilith did it, or because the sword was filled with magical power.

A slash made of magical energy appeared from that sword.

And that slash flew at a terrifying speed, beheading them in one stroke.

-Slash!!-

Those who witnessed their comrades' deaths before their eyes.

Among them, the one who had been conversing with Lilith until just now seemed the most shocked.

He asked Lilith with a trembling voice:

"W-What... are you doing?!"
"And you're also bothering me."

Lilith's sword moved as smoothly and quickly as waves on a beach.

And that wave became a tsunami that struck his neck.

-Slash!!-

They were clearly strong.

They were strong enough that those watching from behind Lilith would have had to prepare for numerous wounds just to barely defeat them.

But Lilith killed them in a mere 5 seconds.

And with the definitive and difficult method of beheading them.

"Now things should be more manageable. If it gets too much, I'll just run away anytime."

With those words, Lilith turned around.

Then, facing forward.

That is, in the direction where the main forces of each country would be engaged in battle, he said as he moved forward:

"I'll go ahead, good work. See you next time?"

Chris tried to stop Lilith who was suddenly trying to disappear.

"What...? W-Wait..."

But those words didn't reach Lilith.

He had already gone so far that he was out of sight.

Then, as if they had been waiting for this moment, the reinforcements launched attacks at them.

They cast spells, shot arrows, and swung weapons.

Of course, they did the same in return.

Raycle, who immediately activated both of his unique skills, jumped into the midst of the reinforcement troops.

Then he swung his sharp fists at the enemies positioned all around.

-Thud!! Swoosh!! Clang!-

Of course, the enemies didn't go down easily.

They concentrated their attacks on Raycle, who was moving so challengingly.

Numerous attacks flew toward him.

But fortunately, those attacks didn't reach him.

Raycle, taking the lives of enemies one by one, said:

"Yes, that's more like it."

Briton, who was covering for his dangerous actions, was panting.

"Do you think you're Albern or something...?"
"Shut up and hold your shield properly, we're going to get hit by that."

-Whoosh!! Boom!-

Suddenly appearing spells engulfed the battlefield.

Spells that burned and exploded the ground and reinforcement troops, the owners of those spells were naturally their comrades.

Those women, wearing quite effective robes and firing spells indiscriminately, couldn't be touched by the reinforcement troops.

They could only get hit by, block, or flee from the spells flying from afar.

"But what if... we run out of mana?"
"Just drink a potion, what else?"
"You be quiet and focus on healing."

Since they were confident even in close combat, they weren't particularly worried.

They just kept firing spells without considering their mana reserves.

Whether that was good or not, it didn't seem bad.

And there was a reason for pushing themselves this hard.

"We need to finish quickly and go."

That was their reason.
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To be honest, their role had ended there.

Blocking reinforcements to prevent enemy replenishment—that alone was enough.

After all, they weren't soldiers or formally employed mercenaries.

Yet they weren't satisfied with just that and yearned for the next mission.

Lilith, who was rushing quickly to where Bael and the Emperor would be, thought:

'Is it because they haven't done anything for about two days?'

Two days had passed since the full-scale battle began.

Yet all they had done was circle around the rear while their comrades were in the midst of combat.

It seemed they had inevitably accumulated feelings of helplessness in the process.

"Well... it's not bad..."

It wasn't bad.

Given the current situation, it was better for everyone to put in a little extra effort...

"But I wish those people would put in more effort than those kids..."

In truth, the one who needed to make more effort wasn't those children.

It was the person who was currently facing Bael, who for the first time in history had activated his second unique skill in battle.

Of course, it would be difficult.

Blessed by the heavens, he would be no easy opponent.

Nevertheless, that person needed to persevere.

For those children, for the country, even for himself...

"I hope he can hold on a little longer... at least until I get there."

And Lilith wasn't the only one thinking this.

In Lucerne, quite far from Lilith's current location.

A hero guarding that place muttered:

***

"I hope he can hold on a little longer, at least until I get there..."

To be honest, the situation wasn't that urgent.

Most of the enemy forces had been killed, and Agareus was in critical condition.

Without proper treatment, he would die from excessive bleeding.

Yet my feet refused to stop.

"Where on earth is it?"

I paused for a moment to think.

Where could they have gone?

Asking myself this question, I recalled what Andres had said earlier.

-Her Majesty the Empress has evacuated to a place known only to herself and His Majesty the Emperor.-

Based on this statement alone, I had no way of figuring out the location.

There were too few hints, and since it was supposedly a place only they knew, it was natural that I wouldn't know it.

"But what if the Empress is mistaken?"

That changes things.

The Empress and Emperor.

A place known only to the two people who knew the imperial palace better than anyone.

When I realized this, there was one place that came to mind.

"Could it be there?"

I hurriedly moved forward.

It was only natural, as quite some time had passed since Agareus and Fenex disappeared.

Not knowing when, where, or what might happen, I rushed toward that place with even greater urgency.

After about two hours, my destination finally came into view.

"If only my body were in better condition..."

Normally, I would have arrived in 30 minutes, not two hours.

But the situation was different now.

Although Andres had treated me, it wasn't his specialty, so my body hadn't improved much.

His level of holy power was low, and my wounds were deep.

"Still, I'm glad I made it..."

I headed toward the place I remembered.

The entrance to the secret passage—according to my prediction, the Empress would be there.

But as soon as I arrived, a deep chill ran down my spine.

"Ah... shit..."

The scene before me drew out an involuntary curse.

Still, with a glimmer of hope in my heart, I entered the secret passage.

Into that already open passage.

I was anxious.

Though I held onto a sliver of hope, in this situation, the opposite thought inevitably filled my mind.

"Please..."

I dragged my disobedient feet and barely managed to enter.

From inside, the thick scent of blood crept toward me.

Moreover, drops of blood—whose blood I could guess—were scattered on the floor.

"Really... this is exactly why I told them not to come..."

I had anticipated this.

I had feared this would happen.

The increasingly vivid smell of blood as I went deeper stole away that sliver of hope.

And that worry returned as certainty.

"Really... it ended up like this after all..."

Agareus, now collapsed from exhaustion, and the Empress, stained with blood and sprawled on the floor just like him.

And Fenex, holding a sword decorated with the Empress's blood, came into view.

"You couldn't do anything earlier... but you ended up causing trouble after all."
"She can still be saved."

But contrary to his words, Fenex's sword was still pointed at the Empress.

I pointed my sword at him.

"Put that down right now. Don't you care what happens to that child...?"
"Whether I kill this woman here or not, it doesn't seem to make any difference anyway?"

Unfortunately, he seemed to have realized that fact.

It would have been better if he had remained ignorant until the end... but it was probably the doing of the one collapsed there now.

"So... you're giving up?"
"I'm doing what I can."

His sword was getting closer and closer to the Empress's heart.

With each movement, not only my expression but his as well was becoming more contorted.

"You don't want to give up either, right? After waiting for so many years... are you going to give up here?"
"If I can spite you with this, then it's worth it."

Indeed, nothing was more frightening than someone with nothing to lose.

It wasn't always like this.

Fenex used to have something to lose, which is why he wasn't frightening at all.

But now, having lost everything, he was fear incarnate.

I know his past.

That's why I understood all too well what that decision meant.

"You're a tough one. You'll regret that decision."
"One regrets any decision. So it's right to act on what feels right at the moment."

With those words, his sword began to move again.

I quickly activated [Mortal's Last Stand].

Then I rushed toward him, or more precisely, toward the Empress, as fast as I could.

Even in that moment, the sword was still moving.

Inch by inch, it was advancing toward the Empress's neck.

'At this rate, I'll be too late...'

Instinctively realizing this, I threw the sword in my hand.

I threw it directly at Fenex's sword.

-Whoosh!!-

The sword left my hand and advanced faster than I could.

And fortunately, it arrived in time.

-Clang!!!-

The two swords that collided with a loud noise bounced off in different directions.

That was fortunate.

However...

The swiftly flying sword wasn't just mine.

Right beside me, a dark shadow suddenly appeared.

That shadow flew faster than anything else.

-Whoosh?! Thunk!!-

The place where that shadow arrived.

There was the heart of the one I so desperately wanted to protect, the one they so desperately wanted to kill.

"Huh...?"

Blood, red as can be, gushed like a fountain from the pierced heart.

I immediately rushed over.

And tried somehow to stop the bleeding.

With my hands, clothes, body, even with magical power...

I tried every method I could.

But... that bleeding...

"It won't stop..."

At that moment, a small laugh came from behind me.

"Hehehe..! Hahaha..!! How does it feel? That's what happens when you toy with people!"

I threw a punch at his face with all my might.

-Thwack!!!-

And then he...

-Thud!-

Fell to the floor.

It was as if he had simply allowed himself to fall.

"So... you have no regrets now?"
"That's right, just kill me now. Our business is finished anyway. This was my intention all along...!!"
"You're... completely insane."

Fenex spoke while looking at the Empress's body, which was growing cold.

"By the way, that old man is impressive too. He should have been dead already, how did he manage?"
"..."
"And hurry up and kill me, will you?"

He could struggle if he wanted to.

Fenex was strong, being an Executor, and my physical condition was terrible.

Yet this guy didn't even touch a hair on my body.

Fenex spoke as if he had heard my thoughts.

"I can't beat you anyway, thanks to those damn skills of yours."
"Still... shouldn't you at least put up a fight...?"
"I'm fundamentally different from you inferior species."

Clearly, just a moment ago, when I first saw Fenex here...

No, until just before he killed the Empress, there was still regret in his eyes.

But now... his eyes were quite different.

Far from regretful, his eyes and expression showed nothing but relief.

"I wish I could have killed that woman you care so much about...! Too bad, right?"
"Shut up..."
"But well, our leader will take care of that. I hope he kills her right in front of your eyes, just like now."

I summoned my sword again.

And filled it with the abyss.

"I can't just kill you simply."

I called forth the one who would give him the most painful death in this world.

-Grooowl...?!-

Looking at that being, that mass of magical power licking its lips, I commanded:

"Eat him, as slowly as possible."

***

The war caused numerous casualties.

It was certainly a tragedy.

But compared to that incident, it was merely a drop in the ocean.

That incident was the death of the Empress.

The meaning of that death was diverse.

It was like a celebratory cannon for the Babylonian Empire, which had been in a somewhat disadvantageous situation, and it was like...

The starting point announcing the tragedy of the once-solid empire.
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That event would surely bring a new wind to the Empire.

Of course, that wind could not blow in a positive direction.

Though the degree might vary, no one would deny that fact.

And a young man who understood this better than anyone else muttered in a low voice before the corpse.

"I wonder... if a miracle won't happen...?"

At that moment, the ring on his left ring finger emitted light.

Of course, the light was so faint that he failed to notice it.

He remained there, guarding the place until she arrived.

"I wish we could end this once and for all..."

There was nothing to gain by dragging things out.

While our side could provide immediate treatment, we couldn't ignore the opponent's natural healing abilities.

They were far superior to humans, after all.

Moreover, they no longer had an Empress.

The Empress wasn't an exceptionally powerful asset like the Emperor.

However, her symbolic significance was enormous.

"This is basically... the same as the Imperial Palace being raided..."

At that moment, he sensed a mysterious presence from the corpse that still remained.

The magical energy was so faint it could be considered nonexistent.

Even the life force was below detectable levels.

"And yet... you're still alive?"
"..."

It was astonishing.

The second-in-command of the demon race was truly different in every way.

He approached the demon who possessed cockroach-like vitality.

Then he thrust his sword into the ground right next to the demon's head.

-Swoosh!?-

The sword, starting from mid-air, passing by his head and embedding into the ground, emitted its characteristic gloomy energy.

That gloomy energy was aggressive enough to devour Agareus's body at any moment.

"Let me ask you one last thing... how did you know about this place?"

Even the place where the Empress had passed away had magic circles that made detection impossible.

And originally, this was a place where even if someone knew someone was here, finding the entrance and getting in was nearly impossible.

To that question, Agareus answered:

"Simple coincidence... God helped us..."
"You demons believe in God too?"
"Do you really need to know that...?"

It seemed difficult to extract any more information.

The opponent wouldn't talk if attacked, and would die if attacked too severely.

Realizing this, the young man let out a deep sigh.

"This is our defeat."
"Of... course it is... foolish human... and..."
"And?"
"The outcome on your side... will also be our victory... without fail..."

His voice was small and dark.

Yet it was filled with certainty.

A deep and enormous certainty that couldn't be explained by mere loyalty to his lord.

"On what grounds?"
"What grounds do you have for such foolish thoughts...?"

After that, he uttered strange words whose meaning was unclear.

"Do you think that inferior species like you can overcome... heaven's blessing...?"

Heaven's blessing...

It was such a religious statement that it was hard to believe it came from the mouth of a demon who didn't believe in gods.

For the young man who had never seen a demon who believed in gods, either before or after diplomatic relations, it was an utterly shocking statement.

"Heaven's blessing...?"
"You know what you're good at, right? Receiving rewards in exchange for believing in gods and praying—we could do that too... just that no one except Him did it..."
"Ah, so that's it?"

It was still useful information.

Although it was information he would have learned eventually, it had its own significance.

Now that she and Andres had arrived, it gave him something to do.

He proceeded to finish off the old man before him.

"Urgh...! Aaaagh!!"

Agareus writhed in pain.

The scene was quite noisy, but the only one watching was the young man.

The other two people were distracted elsewhere.

"Um... Albert... could that be...? Could that possibly be what I think it is?"

Her face grew increasingly dark.

However, he seemed to have judged it better to just show her this scene.

Looking at the now cold corpse, he spoke.

"Unfortunately... yes, it is."
"..."

At that moment, a single drop of rain fell from her eyes onto the ground.

Watching her made him feel like crying himself.

While he couldn't fully comprehend her sorrow, he could empathize to some extent.

"..."

But he didn't say anything.

He waited until she spoke first.

She slowly approached where the Empress's body lay.

Then she caressed the cold corpse.

She felt the sensation transmitted through her fingertips and thought.

'It's... cold...'

It was the first time she had felt something this cold.

This wasn't the mother's body she had known.

It was unbearably cold.

'Why...? Why...?'

The thought circled in her mind.

'Why... why did she die...? Was I too late...? If I had come a little faster, could I have saved her...?'

As that thought swirled in her mind, she began to think things she shouldn't.

'Albert... arrived much earlier than me... No, calm down...'

She couldn't help having such thoughts.

It was the truth, after all, but she tried her best to erase those thoughts.

She knew well that reality wasn't like that.

Instead, she tightly embraced the Empress's body.

'So cold...'

It was unbearably cold.

She clearly hadn't been dead for long.

Yet her mother's body was unnaturally cold.

Perhaps it was because of this place.

"Albert... shall we move her now...?"
"Yes."

He followed her command.

He lifted the Empress's body with both arms and headed toward the exit.

Together with her, whose face was still dark.

As they walked, she spoke to him, who had been silent.

"Say... say something..."

He had been saying nothing.

He merely wore a strange expression mixing regret and anger.

Still, he responded to her words.

But his answer was truly... unexpected.

"You may resent me."
"What...? Why... why would I resent you, Albert... what are you saying?"
"Then I'll change my words."

He looked directly into her eyes and literally... changed his words.

"Resent me, because it's all my fault."

***

A little before that incident.

There was someone who couldn't even imagine what was about to happen to himself, or more precisely, to the one he loved most.

Of course, he didn't have time to worry about such things right now.

He looked at his opponent, who was emitting a different aura—one incomparably stronger than before.

"What is that?"
"Curious, are you? Even I find it fascinating."

It was curious indeed.

The true nature of Bael's second unique skill finally revealed, its presence, and his drastically changed attitude.

A sword that would be unfair to compare with others' swords—he was holding such a perfect weapon.

Even Reinhardt had only seen such a sword once in his lifetime.

"Is that why you've been so stubborn until now?"
"This thing... is quite noisy..."

He looked at his sword and frowned.

There was no way it could actually be making noise.

Reinhardt couldn't understand why he would say and act like that.

Of course, he wasn't curious about it either.

The only question he wanted answered was: what variable would this skill create?

"Is that sword made of magic?"

Weapons summoned through skills are mostly composed of magical energy.

In other words, they are magic.

There had only been one exception to this rule so far.

That's why Reinhardt assumed that weapon would also be magical energy.

However, he soon realized.

"Seems not..."

Not even a trace of magical energy could be felt from that sword.

Instead, a mysterious, peculiar energy emanated from it.

A vivid energy, almost like that of a living, breathing person.

"That means your precious palm can't block it, no matter what weapon it is."

Considering Bael's first demonstration and what had been seen of his ideology so far, the rank itself probably wasn't very high.

But if it wasn't magic to begin with, that changed things.

"Tch..."
"Pray that you'll still be alive until those precious reinforcements of yours arrive."

Bael's statement was arrogant beyond measure.

But there was no one present to reproach him for his arrogance.

He pointed the sword he was holding toward his opponent.

With the infinitely sharp-looking blade tip, he charged at Reinhardt, as if showing off his newly increased speed.

"The performance isn't bad at all."

Then, toward the man positioned below him.

He swung his sword at the fist that was extended to counter him.

The sword lightly grazed his fist and passed by.

-Swish!!-

Red blood spurted from his hand, staining his face.

That shouldn't have been possible.

Not just any body part, but his hand.

That hand which had subjugated countless living beings.

Seeing this, he let out a hollow laugh.

"Haha...! What is this..."

Even during that time, Bael's sword didn't rest.

The sword immediately aimed for his head.

Bael, who had managed to reach his neck in an instant, answered his question.

"Isn't it obvious? It's no ordinary trinket—it's [Heaven's Gift]."
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It was an incredibly ironic situation.

That Bael, the very pinnacle of evil, would receive heaven's blessing...

It made no sense whatsoever.

But that perspective was merely from the human point of view.

After all, only the gods themselves know whom they favor most.

"No matter what you believe, I alone am heaven's true child. Does this sword not prove it?"

Despite using the god's name Michael as his surname, he never particularly prayed to that deity.

In other words, he didn't especially believe in these so-called gods.

Unlike his family members.

Yet seeing this display, one couldn't help but believe in the existence of gods.

It was at a level that could only be explained as a divine gift.

"Ugh...!"

Wounds multiplying one after another.

In that situation, he made a bold decision.

Shouldering the enormous risk, he reached out toward Bael's right hand that held the sword.

Bael stepped back at his action.

"Do you think that will work?"

Then he swung his sword at the opening that had appeared.

The sword, as if showing off, painted a picture across his left shoulder and side.

-Swish!! Slash!!-

At that moment, he used [Swift] as if he had been waiting for this chance.

Using the momentarily increased speed, he barely managed to grab Bael's right hand.

Then he gripped that sword-wielding hand with all his might.

-Crunch!!-

He had thought this action would create an opening in Bael's defense.

And indeed, Bael hadn't predicted his move.

However, even with Bael's sword now rendered useless, he couldn't follow up with another attack.

The reason was simple.

"Did you think I would stake my life on a mere sword? If so... how amusing."

Bael discarded the sword.

The sword then transformed into a mysterious substance, returned to Bael, and was ultimately absorbed into his body.

A mysterious substance.

He muttered while staring at it.

"That... that's..."

He had seen this substance before.

The formless black mist-like appearance was quite similar to a technique someone often used.

Of course, it seemed slightly lighter in color.

"When I discard a weapon, it transforms like that and gets absorbed. How convenient."

Bael's leisurely voice.

Along with that voice, another new weapon appeared.

This time it was an axe.

A massive axe with an impressive combination of red and black.

Bael looked at the axe he had summoned and said:

"This... should be good for dealing with you all."

At that moment, he realized.

That seizing weapons was completely useless, and that achieving victory against Bael was nearly impossible.

And just as that thought concluded, Bael charged at him, wielding the massive axe with one hand.

Then, predictably, he tried to bring it down on his head.

-Boom!!-

The axe made a thunderous noise as it was caught in his hand.

His hand and the axe engaged in a fierce contest of superiority, neither giving way, fighting to the end.

When Bael used both hands to support the axe, blood dripped one drop at a time from his hands.

In response, he too used both hands to block the axe.

"Ugh..!!"
"You'd better not push yourself!"

The balance that had been maintained began to collapse as time passed.

Naturally, he was the one giving way.

Gradually, the balance of power shifted against him, and the blood that had been dripping one drop at a time now poured like rain.

"Arghh..!!"

The Emperor screaming in pain.

The sight was so pitiful that it was fortunate no one else was present to witness it.

"Didn't I tell you?! Not to push yourself!"

Bael shouted with a confident voice.

And what followed matched Bael's confidence perfectly.

-Crack!!-

"AAAAARGH...!!!"

The axe split his hand in half and struck the ground.

It must have been quite a forceful blow, as the axe showed no intention of coming out of the floor.

But that wasn't a problem for Bael.

"How does it feel to experience such extreme pain after so long? Quite refreshing, isn't it?"

Clutching his left hand that had been split in two, he retreated step by step.

Then he collapsed onto the floor.

Sitting on the ground, the Emperor sprinkled holy water on his hand.

It was such a pitiful sight.

Pitiful.

Even more so because the holy water did nothing to heal the wound.

He stared at his hand that showed no reaction even to the highest-grade holy water—a grotesque hand.

Blood-stained, with inner flesh protruding, and even white bone visible—a disgusting sight.

And the holy water showing no effect.

As the water simply entered the wound, the Emperor grimaced and hung his head.

Bael looked at this pathetic sight and grinned broadly.

"Hahahahaha!!! Are you surprised that holy water isn't working?!!"

It was as if he had been waiting for just this reaction.

Bael continued, holding his stomach:

"Samael's Axe—did you think a wound made by such an axe could be healed by mere holy water?!"

[Samael's Axe], which had transformed and been absorbed back into Bael's body when he released it.

Bael used that skill again without giving him a moment to rest.

This time it was a spear longer than his own height.

"Quite an interesting weapon."

He seemed to be enjoying himself.

Bael looked at him, now completely battered.

Still pinned to the ground, unable to overcome the pain, he said:

"If I had known it would be like this, I would have used it from the start. Don't you think? When I could win so easily."
"..."
"Don't worry, I'll send that daughter you cherish along with you."

At those words, the Emperor gritted his teeth.

But that was all he could do.

Realistically, there was nothing he could do.

At best, he could only wait for reinforcements that might never come.

The moment he realized this, he thought:

'Is this how it ends...? So futilely?'

It was so unfair.

Clearly, until just now, they had been evenly matched.

But as soon as Bael used that skill, an insurmountable gap had formed.

'It's like a miracle...'

With such empty thoughts, the faces of his family and that guy came to mind.

He remembered his slightly arrogant yet always sincere appearance.

'Was I the arrogant one...?'

That thought wasn't true.

He had lived more diligently than anyone.

For his country, for his citizens, for those around him—he had built his nation and trained himself without resting a single day.

But having come this far, he couldn't help but think that way.

Having come this far, there was no one else to blame.

'If I die here... who will protect this country? My citizens? Ellie?'

One young man came to mind as the answer to these thoughts.

But he was still lacking.

He was still insufficient to protect the country from that monster.

Yet he had no choice but to entrust it to him.

Though uncertain, he had no choice.

Because there was nothing he could do, because he couldn't resist, because he couldn't return alive.

He shouted loudly:

"Damn it..!!"

But the only one who heard that cry was the grim reaper before him.

Bael was enjoying watching his expression deteriorate.

He was deliberately not finishing him off.

"Don't worry too much. You'll see each other in the same place soon enough."
"Shut up..."
"Or how about dying together?"
"Why..."

A tiny voice, so small it was hard to imagine it belonged to the Emperor, was heard.

Bael focused on that voice.

"Why?"
"Why... are you doing this?"
"Reason? Then let me ask you first: after killing so many demons, did you think you could die peacefully?"

Bael spoke in a serious tone, different from before.

"I have quite a lot accumulated over the years, you see. I need to enjoy this moment. I can't even remember how many years it's been."

Bael withdrew the spear he was holding.

The weapons disappeared; Bael no longer used that skill.

He merely continued their conversation.

"That's how long I've waited for this moment—the moment you all crumble miserably."

No one knows why Bael wants to bring humans to their knees.

Of course, no one was curious about it either.

There was no need to know, nor would there be any use in knowing.

But at this moment, he became curious.

"Why do you try so hard to stand above humans...?"
"Why are you curious about that? Are you trying to buy time now that you're about to die? Rest assured. I won't kill you now."
"If that's the case, kill me now."

He had no face to show his daughter and that guy.

Since he couldn't return alive even if he saw them, it would be better to die than to face them in such a pathetic state.

Of course, Bael wouldn't grant that request.

"That won't do. Killing you now would be too unfair for me."
"Unfair...?"
"Yes, unfair."

After finishing their conversation, Bael approached to bind him.

Though his legs were unharmed, he offered no resistance, seemingly accepting his defeat.

Just as Bael was about to cast a spell on him.

-Swish!!-

A dagger flew directly at the center of Bael's head.
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-Clang!!-

Bael deflected the black weapon flying toward him with his own.

Then he stared intently at the opponent's reinforcement who had appeared out of nowhere.

"To come all this way in that condition... you're quite persistent."

The reinforcement stood before him, breathing heavily.

His body was covered in wounds that hadn't even been treated.

"Your loyalty seems quite impressive."
"Is that the spear? That so-called Heaven's Blessing or whatever?"
"Who told you about that?"

The young man retrieved his weapon that had flown far away, just like Bael's had, and summoned it again.

Then, pointing the summoned sword forward, he said:

"I heard it from that precious subordinate of yours."
"To think you defeated Agareus... quite surprising. But why come all this way after barely escaping with your life?"

That's what he was curious about.

Though he hadn't witnessed the process directly, it must have been more difficult than he'd imagined.

Not just judging from his physical condition and magical energy levels, but also from his breathing.

He was clearly exhausted.

Yet he had come all this way.

When he should be worried about his own survival.

"You don't need to know that."

However, he showed no intention of explaining his reasons.

He simply maintained the attitude he'd shown from the beginning.

Bael pointed his spear at him.

"Step aside. If you move willingly, I'll spare your life."
"Do you really think I'd step aside so easily?"
"Of course not!"

Bael swung his spear at the man who continued to show such stubbornness.

He parried the attack with the sword in his hand.

The two weapons—weapons unlike any others—collided.

-Boom!!-

A magnificent sound rang out as the collision created a cutting wind that swept through the surroundings.

Of course, Bael clearly had the upper hand.

Physically, at least.

"Do you think you can face me in your current state? As always, you're arrogant."

Albert filled his clashing sword with the abyss.

Then he chided the still-talkative Bael.

"You're fucking noisy."

As a [Heaven's Gift], the spear boasted tremendous durability and lethality.

It probably wouldn't pale in comparison even to the heroes' weapons.

Yet it was gradually being swallowed by the emerging abyss.

-Grooowl!!-

At that moment, sensing something wrong, he hastily withdrew his spear.

Startled, Bael instinctively distanced himself from him.

"What is that? That ominous creature...? Even the divine spear seems alarmed..."
"Tasty?"
-Grooowl!!-

He was conversing with that creature.

Conversing with a creature of chaos that seemed completely incapable of communication.

"Fascinating... but not unfamiliar at all."
"I've been using it for quite some time, but you must have been remarkably uninterested in me."
"Wasn't that supposed to only absorb things containing magical energy?"
"Who knows."

He gave no particular answer.

This time, he took the initiative in the fight.

Just like before, he prepared that ominous creature and swung his sword toward Bael.

"Too slow."

Bael ducked slightly to avoid the attack.

However, he couldn't avoid the fist that followed immediately after.

-Thud!!-

His fist landed squarely on Bael's abdomen.

But Bael didn't budge and reached for his face.

As magical energy began to concentrate, he stepped back to prepare for the attack.

At that moment, an intensely bright light was emitted from that spot.

-Tzzzzzzzt!!-

Lightning, incomparable to Elin's magic, struck him.

He responded by releasing the abyss.

-Grooowl!!-

As he slashed through the air, the revealed abyss swallowed the lightning instead.

Then it threatened the very source of the lightning.

His own attack disappeared before his eyes, and the black abyss flew toward him at a terrifying speed.

-Swoosh!!-

Being Bael, he managed to react, so he wasn't severely injured.

He merely lost one ear.

Bael touched the spot where fresh blood was dripping.

But all he felt was red blood and rough flesh.

"You look good."
"Didn't you say you'd spare me if I stayed still?"

Furious, Bael summoned his weapon again.

It was an incredibly splendid bow, resembling the sun itself.

Bael drew the bowstring.

Dozens, hundreds of arrows appeared.

Each one emanated energy like that of the real sun.

Seeing this sight, he laughed as if he'd lost his mind.

"Haha... I don't think I can block that..."
"You should have listened from the beginning."
"It doesn't matter yet. Go ahead and shoot."

His inexplicably confident attitude.

Bael didn't question his demeanor.

More precisely, his current anger prevented him from thinking about anything else.

Then he shot those hundreds of arrows toward him.

-Whoosh! Whoosh! Swoosh!!-

The arrows flying from various angles didn't collide with each other, as if designed that way from the start.

Facing hundreds of arrows threatening him, he tightly closed his eyes.

Then he murmured in a low voice.

"That was quick..."

Right after those words, a sudden wave of magical energy engulfed the arrows.

Not all of them were intercepted, of course.

But those arrows didn't reach him either.

-Boom boom boom!!-

Instead, the arrows that were blocked by the ice wall summoned in front of him fell to the ground with a clatter.

They pierced through the first wall easily, but eventually were stopped by the continuous barrage of magic.

He opened his closed eyes and looked at the arrows that had fallen to the ground.

"That's a relief..."

He let out a sigh of relief and spoke to Bael, whose face had become even more contorted.

Bael looked back and forth between the two people who had perfectly blocked his attack.

"Seems like the situation is a bit different now, doesn't it?"
"I thought so, Lilith."
"I'm sorry, Your Majesty. I think taking this side aligns better with my direction."

However, there wasn't a trace of regret in those words.

Lilith stood in front of Bael alongside her, replacing the exhausted man.

Seeing this, Bael withdrew the bow he was holding.

"Well... bad luck for me. Consider yourself saved thanks to these people."
"Are you running away?"
"You're the ones being petty."

He agreed with that opinion.

While Bael was alone, there were four of them.

Still, he couldn't blame them for being petty.

It was their way of making up for the difference in power.

They had no choice.

"Let's meet again, though it won't be long."

Those words sounded like he wasn't completely withdrawing his troops.

It seemed like he was saying he would retreat only to a certain point and wait for an opportunity.

Bael left those words and headed somewhere.

However, ironically, that direction wasn't where the battle was still continuing.

"Are you abandoning them?"
"Don't talk nonsense. I'm not abandoning anyone."

Those words weren't believable.

That's why he immediately said to her:

"Please take care of His Majesty."
"What? Wait... just a moment..."

But by the time she said those words, he had already taken his steps.

And those words didn't reach him, or he didn't stop and continued moving forward.

She watched his retreating figure.

'How could I resent him when he's like this...'

Leaving him behind, she headed toward her father.

Looking at her father, whose eyes resembled those of a criminal, trying to hide his hideous wounds, she felt like she might cry.

But instead of tears, she offered her father a warm word.

"Don't think too much about it. Just being alive is enough."

She deliberately pulled out her father's hand, which was lying on the ground.

Then she released holy power toward that hand.

A bright light appeared along with a warm energy, enveloping the hand.

But there was no effect.

"Why... isn't it working?"
"Probably because the wound was caused by that weapon. We'll have to wait for natural healing."
"Sis, do you have any bandages?"
"Oh, just a moment..."

Lilith took out bandages from the small bag she was carrying and gave them to her.

She began wrapping the bandages around the wounded area.

"By the way..."
"You can trust this sister, you just saw it yourself."
"That's not it... why are you on our side?"
"No particular reason. I'm just standing on the more righteous side."

After bandaging his hand, she supported him as he struggled to get up from the ground with his injured body.

Then she looked at Lilith and said:

"Sis, please follow Albert. I think we'll be fine now... but just in case."
"I'll be fine even if I don't go."

Despite saying this, Lilith didn't head to the battlefield.

She simply followed them at a distance.

"Talk if you need to. I'll stay a bit away."

Lilith was more perceptive than she thought.

Reassured by this, she could finally talk about it in front of him.

She called him with a calm voice.

"Father..."
"Yes? What is it?"
"Well... um."

The situation was good.

Yet those words wouldn't come out easily.

Just thinking about it made her emotions well up.

As she was about to speak despite this...

His words left her speechless.

"Don't say anything. I won't believe a word until I see it with my own eyes."
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After that battle, fortunately, the world enjoyed a brief moment of respite.

Of course, it was still just a very short time.

Only two days had passed, after all.

"Still, it's not as bad as I thought."

The main force had fought well on their end, and while there were certainly casualties, the number was much lower than expected.

It seemed they had helped by cutting off the enemy's reinforcements from behind.

"Isn't it bad by your standards?"
"Yes, it is. Terribly so."

In the end, the Empress I had tried to protect met her death.

If not for that, it would have been the best possible outcome, but that one fact had decisively changed the course of the war.

Not just me, but everyone in the Empire mourned her death, and naturally, the imperial family—especially the Emperor and her—grieved the most.

In her case, though she didn't show it openly, it was still visible enough.

"The situation seems... really bad."
"Don't blame yourself too much. That only makes things worse."
"Of course."

Though I said that, I couldn't completely rid myself of the guilt from failing to protect her.

Still, I couldn't stay in this mood forever.

"I'm going for a walk. I'll probably be back before dinner."

With that, I headed toward the place where the battle between Solomon and the Imperial Army had taken place.

It wasn't far from our lodgings, so I could get there quickly.

Repair work was in full swing at the site.

They were clearing away the remnants of magic spells and filling in the cratered ground.

And above all... the vivid smell of blood still permeated the area.

'It's quite something...'

It was small compared to what was expected, but not small in absolute terms, so it was unavoidable.

Even now, unidentifiable corpses were scattered throughout the area.

I bent down to examine the bodies more closely.

'Demons...'

The magical energy still heavily lingering and the horn on the forehead proved that fact.

This person was a demon.

Come to think of it, most demons, like us, hated war and loved peace.

This person probably didn't participate in the war of their own volition either.

'How pitiful...'

Now I had some breathing room to think about it, but in my previous life, such things happened often in the Kainis Empire too.

People who knew nothing about fighting had to join the war just to increase numbers, or young children had to pick up swords...

It couldn't be helped.

We were too weak to worry about such things.

Of course, we didn't forcibly conscript them.

Everyone volunteered of their own will.

But whether it was truly their pure volition was something that needed to be reconsidered.

'Even now, in the Babylon Kingdom, are such people increasing one by one...?'

Realizing this, I wanted to end this tragedy as quickly as possible.

Though with the Emperor in his current state, that would be difficult.

I headed toward the current battlefield, about 2km from the city walls, along a large hill where a psychological battle was ongoing with the enemy scouts.

There, the Hero was still standing guard without rest despite all her hardships.

"Aren't you tired? You can't relieve fatigue accumulated in your body with holy power, can you?"
"Don't worry about me. I'm still going strong. Besides, who else would do this if not me?"

That was certainly true.

Amelia's eyes could see farther than anyone else's while also being more accurate than anyone else's.

It was definitely the perfect job for Amelia.

"That's true. Please push yourself a little more."
"...?"

Amelia looked at me with wide eyes.

It was as if she was saying, "What nonsense is that?" I asked her in response to her reaction.

"What?"
"Isn't it normal to tell someone not to overdo it at times like this?"
"It's because you're the person who can notice the enemy's movements first."
"You're so... cold, so cold."

Amelia, as always, turned her eyes here and there while asking me a question.

Since she couldn't look me in the eye, it felt like having a phone conversation.

"By the way, how is everyone?"
"Well, His Majesty... hasn't left his room, and the Crown Princess isn't much different."
"That's understandable. I'd be the same."
"But can you actually see anything?"
"Not yet—oh!"

Finally, she must have spotted an enemy, as she immediately drew her bowstring and, having already aimed, released her hand right away.

The arrow flew at a speed like light.

-Whoosh!!-

With a loud wind sound, the arrow flew.

I watched until its trailing form disappeared from sight.

"Did you hit?"
"Isn't that obvious?"
"That's awesome."
"I have to at least do this much. But they're all good at blocking."

While it would be a death sentence for ordinary soldiers, it wouldn't be much against executioners like Amon and Basago.

Even if shot by Amelia, they were just a few arrows after all.

"That's why I have to work hard at even this."
"That's a good mindset."
"And you should get some rest. You must be tired enough, and still you came to help us in that situation."
"I came because I had the capacity to, really."

At that, Amelia finally met my eyes.

She was staring at me intently with an expression that said she couldn't believe it at all.

That made me smile awkwardly.

"Haha... you don't believe me, do you?"
"Would you believe it if you were me?"
"I guess not. I should go back and rest. As you said, we don't know when it will start again."

Amelia's sincere advice—I decided to obediently follow it.

However, I didn't return to the lodgings right away.

For a while, I walked through this city without any particular purpose.

Perhaps because a major battle had taken place here not long ago, the only people around were soldiers and mercenaries.

Even those weren't many, so it was debatable whether there were really people here at all.

"It's quiet..."

I watched the soldiers busily carrying various materials.

It was good to see the soldiers working hard to fill in the broken city walls.

But I couldn't smile at the sight.

"Will those people die?"
-Goo...-
"Really? That's unfortunate..."

Without minding the eyes around me, I approached those people.

Then I spoke to them as they greeted me brightly.

"If you knew you were about to die soon, what would you do?"
"What...? What do you mean...?"
"I'm just asking, out of curiosity."

They replied with still bright smiles.

"We'd still work, of course. We are soldiers of the Kainis Empire."
"That's an admirable answer. I hope you keep that spirit. Always."

It seems that as long as those shadows are attached to them, they can't avoid death.

These people didn't seem like they would stay back even if I told them not to go out.

The Empress, too—I tried so hard to protect her, but in the end, I couldn't.

"Can't I change this?"
-Goo...-
"Oh, really? That's a shame... Then can you change it?"
-Goo...?-

It says it hasn't tried.

I spoke to the Abyss, which couldn't give a clear answer to this question.

"Then you don't know?"
-Goo!-
"I hope it works."

I don't know much about this being.

All I know is that it feeds on magical energy and life force.

That's why I had high expectations for it.

It might be able to do things I can't.

"Let's walk a bit."

I wasn't alone, but I walked through this place by myself.

In this paradoxical space—an advanced city yet with no people in sight—I listened to the sounds of nature and felt the clean breeze.

As I walked slowly, enjoying the surrounding scenery, my mind became somewhat peaceful.

I could forget, if only momentarily, the burden and guilt I had been carrying.

"The weather is quite nice..."

Ironically, the weather was good.

Despite it being winter, it wasn't as cold as usual.

Being out in such nice weather made everything from before until now feel like a dream.

"Would I wake up if I pinched my cheek?"

With that thought, I pinched my cheek.

Ouch!

It hurt.

Naturally, it wasn't a dream.

"That's unfortunate..."

It seemed time to return to reality.

It was good to be able to distance myself, if only in my heart, from that enormous tragedy for a very brief moment.

"I should go now..."

The sun had already set.

I looked at the sky growing darker.

Darkness was gradually falling over the sky that had been clear just moments ago.

I headed toward the lodgings while looking at that sky.

Just before entering the building after arriving at the lodgings, I had this thought.

'I didn't do much... but it doesn't feel that way.'

It felt somewhat fulfilling.

Unlike usual, just being able to clear my head was meaningful in itself.

But apart from that, I felt strangely uneasy.

Something was missing.

Without realizing what that missing piece was, I entered my room.

"Huh...?"

The shoe rack in my room.

There was already a pair of shoes there.

Until now, she and I had used different rooms, as she seemed to need time alone.

But now, it seemed that time limit had passed.

I entered the room, holding onto the pounding of my heart—the first such feeling today—that had suddenly started.

And there she was, in her pajamas, waiting for me.

"You're so late... I've been waiting for you all this time..."
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At first, I didn't believe it.

Even after seeing it with my own eyes, I still didn't believe it.

I couldn't believe it, and I didn't want to believe it either.

But from the moment I heard those words, I had no choice but to believe.

"Blame me. It's all my fault."

In that moment, for the first time, I resented him.

It was the first time I'd felt such an emotion—the first time in my life.

Even knowing I shouldn't, even knowing he was completely blameless, I resented him.

And that feeling lasted quite a while.

Even when I followed him to Leicester, even when we drove Bael away together, even on the night after our opponent retreated...

Even today—three days since Mother passed away, and two days since our opponent retreated.

"Yaaawn..."

Today, as usual, she woke up at the rather late hour of 11 o'clock after trying to sleep.

This wasn't like her normally, but lately she couldn't help it.

Regardless, this bed was far too large for one person.

"Why are we using separate rooms?"

Apart from her resentment, she missed him.

She had no one to lean on; he was practically the only person she could rely on now.

Yet he didn't understand how she felt.

"Tch..."

She looked around her somewhat messy room.

The belongings she had brought this time were scattered across the floor.

And among those belongings, one item particularly caught her eye.

"Why is that...?"

She approached the item.

As she did, a clearer wave of emotion swept over her heart.

It was a simple analog object.

A small frame with a photograph in it, but its presence was anything but small.

"..."

Every time she looked at the person in that photo, her chest tightened.

Tears threatened to spill from her moistened eyes at any moment.

But she put the frame down.

"I shouldn't be like this..."

She had always tried to maintain her composure.

She was still trying now, and would continue to do so.

Of course, in a way, that was only natural.

After all, she was destined to be the next Emperor, so she needed to learn not to be swayed by personal emotions.

But this was too significant to simply call a "personal matter."

Besides, she wasn't the Emperor yet.

Even so, she held back.

She suppressed her emotions as much as possible.

"I should go for a walk..."

Leaving the frame behind, she exited the room.

There was somewhere she visited first.

She headed toward a room that looked no different from the others, but like her own room, had guards stationed outside.

She asked one of the guards in front of the room.

"Is he still like this?"
"Yes, that's correct."

She understood the Emperor's behavior.

If she herself was struggling this much, how immense must his grief be after losing someone he had lived with his entire life?

It was probably beyond words.

And he had suffered such humiliation on top of it.

Right now, the Emperor's mental state must be on the verge of collapse.

That's why she didn't say anything more.

More precisely, she couldn't. She didn't know how her words might affect him.

"Ah... by the way, do you know where Albert is?"
"Sir Albert has been out since morning."
"You don't know where he went?"
"No... we don't have that information..."
"I see. Thank you. Keep up the good work..."

Just like yesterday, she left without saying another word, only greeting the guard.

Then she exited the lodging building.

"What should I do now...? It would have been nice if Albert were here."

As soon as she left the building, she sensed magical energy surrounding her.

It could have been hidden, but it felt deliberately unhidden.

She asked Lilith, who had appeared at just the right moment.

"Do you know where Albert is?"

Lilith dispelled her [Stealth] and revealed herself.

"He said he was going for a walk. Why are you suddenly looking for him today when you didn't yesterday?"
"I just want to see him..."
"Why don't you just run to him and cry when you see him?"
"What? What do you mean...?"
"This is the time for that, especially for you."

Those words struck her heart.

She was right... she had been in denial until now, but this was indeed such a situation.

"Act spoiled for once. It's okay to do that now."

Hearing those words made her really want to do just that.

And hadn't he always told her? To lean on him whenever she needed...

"But... I need to know where he is first."
"Wait for him in his room. He said he'd be back by evening."
"Really...?"
"Yeah."

But now that she was about to do it, she hesitated.

She asked Lilith with somewhat anxious eyes.

"But is that really okay...?"
"Of course it is. If it were me, I would have done it already. And he's the only one you have for that. You should at least rely on him."
"You're right..."

After that answer, she immediately headed toward his room.

Lilith spoke to her retreating figure, finally taking proper action.

"Cry if you want to cry, lean on him if you want to lean. That's what lovers and family are for, right? Though I don't know much about such things."
"Yes..."

She hadn't known Lilith for long, and their relationship wasn't deep.

Yet Lilith was giving her sincere advice.

Even though she had no obligation to do so.

"She's a good person..."

Now she understood why Albert had wanted her on their team so badly.

She was an excellent person in many ways, both in skill and character.

Reassured by this fact, she headed to his room.

Then she tried to open the door.

-Thud!!-

Of course, it wouldn't open.

She touched the door lock on the door.

Numbers from 1 to 9 appeared, glowing with white light.

"A password? What could it be?"

She could just bring a master card to open it.

But she wanted to try guessing it.

She was curious about what numbers he might have chosen.

"1234?"

-Beep beep!!-

"1207?"

-Beep beep!!-

Neither simple patterns like 1234 nor patterns related to him like 1207 were correct.

With a thought, she entered her own birthday.

"0403?"

Then...

-Ding-a-ling!!-

With that sound, the locked door opened.

She opened the door and entered the room.

As expected, there was no one inside.

In the empty room where no voice could be heard, she thought:

'When will he come back...?'

It was now 1:30 PM.

But Albert wouldn't return until evening... it was truly a bleak situation.

"Is there anything to do..."

With such thoughts, she lay down on the bed.

"His scent..."

A familiar fragrance enveloped her.

As she lay on the bed passing meaningless time, she began to feel sleepy again.

"Is it because I ate? Or because the scent is nice?"

Her eyes gradually closed, and for the first time in a long while, she fell asleep as soon as she lay down.

***

After sleeping for about four hours,

She rubbed her eyes that wouldn't open easily and sat up.

"Yaaawn..."

It felt like it had been a really long time since she'd slept so pleasantly.

She looked around again.

Of course, he wasn't there yet, but she found something else instead.

She looked at the well-organized desk.

"Huh? Is this... a diary?"

A notebook placed there.

She opened the notebook labeled "Diary."

"Albert keeps a diary too?"

It hadn't been written for long, as there wasn't much content.

Still, she was interested in what little content there was.

So she began reading his diary from the beginning.

-December 19th, I'm starting a diary today. I wasn't particularly interested before, but I suddenly felt like writing. I think it's better to leave at least some trace of myself.-

The last sentence created a strange feeling.

That's what it means when I think about it now... but it shouldn't be.

-December 20th, I finally started seeing those guys. I hope this ends quickly...-

After that, there was no diary entry for a while.

The main reason seemed to be that he had no time to write once the battle began.

But there was an entry from yesterday.

It was the first and last diary entry since the start of the Leicester battle.

-December 26th, Yesterday... Her Majesty the Empress passed away.-

As soon as she read that part, her heart began to race and her eyes reddened.

She was still not okay, it seemed.

-Right before my eyes... Truly... I couldn't face Ally. Though Ally doesn't show it, she must resent me for failing to properly fulfill my duty. Even I resent myself, so how must she feel...-

The sentence that followed.

As soon as she read that sentence written at the end of this diary entry, a crystal-clear tear fell from her eye, wetting the notebook.

-I want to tell her to cry if she wants to cry and lean on me if she wants to lean, but now... I don't even have the courage for that.-

I really resented him, and I still do.

But similarly... no, even more than that, I feel sorry and grateful.

Sorry for making him think this way, and grateful that he has such thoughts.

"I miss him..."

For a while, Albert had been deliberately avoiding her.

She too hadn't sought him out, not wanting to face those emotions.

But now the end of that time limit was approaching.

'I need to find him...!'

With that determination, she approached the entrance.

And at that moment...

-Ding-a-ling!!-

The sound pierced her ears.
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I really missed her.

Albert, not knowing what to do at this reunion after so long.

She spoke to him.

"You came really late...? I've been waiting here for a while..."

***

She said she had waited.

She clearly said she had waited.

I felt the same way.

I had been waiting for her too.

I was hoping she would rely on me, just like we promised back then.

But I didn't have the courage to express it.

'It was all my fault anyway.'

But now, I had gained a little... courage.

The clear traces of tears and her eyes that looked like they might overflow at any moment gave me courage.

However... she didn't give me time to express it.

"Sob... Do you know how long I've been waiting? Do you know how sad I've been?"

She burst into tears as she stood before me.

I embraced her gently.

Only then did she release all the emotions that had been building up, and I held her tightly.

"Sob... sob... I tried... so hard!"

In truth, she had tried just as hard as I had.

She was the biggest reason I could fight so hard, and if it weren't for her, I wouldn't be here now.

She had supported me to the best of her ability until her magic was completely drained.

"I'm sorry."

Recognizing this fact, an apology spontaneously escaped my lips.

But when she heard those words, she suddenly raised her voice.

Moreover, what she said was something I never expected.

"Why are you apologizing...?! Why you?! You didn't do anything wrong! Nothing at all!"

It felt like someone was hammering my heart.

Her words had that much impact.

I asked her with a slightly trembling voice.

"Don't you... hate me?"

She buried her face in my chest.

"Of course I hate you... I do! But what can I do... it's not your fault... you did your best, didn't you?"

She asked that question while looking into my eyes again.

Her bloodshot eyes and the tears flowing from them—I wiped those tears away.

"I suppose so."
"Then don't apologize... okay?"
"Okay."

She continued to be like that afterward.

She kept leaning on me and depending on me.

Even though I was such a shaky wall, she was leaning on it.

I stroked the head of this admirable woman.

Then she began to cry even more sorrowfully than before.

She must have had a lot bottled up.

"Sob...! Sob...! Albert... how did you endure it back then...?"
"Back then?"

She seemed to be talking about when she had passed away.

If it was then, certainly...

"I just locked myself in my room and cried until I felt somewhat better..."
"I'll do that too..."
"...?"

She frowned when she saw my expression.

"What?! Can't I do that?!"
"That's not it..."
"Then stay with me... until I feel somewhat better."
"Alright, but how long are we going to stay like this?"
"I don't know...! Don't ask..."

Today, at least, I felt I should comply with any request without complaint.

Just for today, I wanted to do that.

And as the atmosphere eased a bit, we could naturally start a conversation.

"I was like that at first too. It really felt like the world was collapsing, like it was all a dream."

As I started talking, she looked at me with swollen eyes.

Listening attentively to my words in that state, she was truly... lovable.

"But the world is real, and time flows on... And if you were to see me grieving over your death, what do you think you would feel?"
"I'd want you... to get over it quickly, I guess?"

The moment those words left her lips, she seemed to realize something.

I reinforced that realization.

"Perhaps Her Majesty the Empress feels the same way? Of course, we don't know for sure."
"I think you're right..."
"Then let's just be like this until today. Though if you recover too quickly, she might feel disappointed."

And I believe that feeling a certain amount of grief is a form of respect for the deceased.

Though it becomes a problem if it gets too severe...

"Okay... but promise me..."
"Promise?"

She was trying to put on a serious expression.

But it wasn't working out as she intended.

"From now on, don't say sorry to me on your own. I'll be the one to judge whether you did something wrong or not!"
"Alright..."
"And don't try to sleep in separate rooms. I don't want to sleep alone..."

The face that had looked so pitiful until just a moment ago now looked adorably cute.

Seeing that expression, I couldn't help but smile.

It felt like it had been a really long time.

"Alright, I won't."
"Really...?"
"Yes, of course."

Only after hearing that confirmation did she release me.

Then she pulled me back to the bed.

'I'm sleepy...'

Sitting on that soft bed, I just wanted to lie down and sleep.

Of course, she showed no signs of doing so and continued to talk to me with bright, alert eyes.

"This is the first time I've cried like this in front of someone, you know?"
"Everything's a first with you..."
"It's true... who else would I cry in front of...?"

That was true.

Her personality, position, and the circumstances of each situation had made her that way.

But I was glad that she seemed to have broken through that a bit this time.

It was also proof that she hadn't frozen up despite the Empress's passing.

"From now on, cry a little. If you want to cry, cry. If you want to curse, curse. If you want to get angry, get angry."
"At you?"
"That's a bit much... I'm just saying express yourself, don't hold it in."

If there was any difference between the her of then and the her of now, it would be just this.

That she didn't hold back.

That seemed to be the only difference.

"If you weren't here, I'd probably still be like that."
"I was there back then too."
"Were we not that close back then...?"

As we continued to talk, the gloom in my heart and the tightness in my chest began to dissolve.

And I was glad that she seemed to feel the same way.

I was happy that she was gradually returning to her normal self.

"We weren't close like this."
"Like this?"

I looked at her as she tilted her head in confusion.

Then, after a very long time, I grabbed her shoulders and laid her down on the bed.

She deliberately avoided my gaze.

"Today... is quite dangerous...?"

***

At that time.

Riel was helping Amelia by detecting enemy forces from a suitable position.

Beside Riel were two unfamiliar faces.

Even in that busy situation, Riel didn't stop talking.

"So what happened?"
"How would I know... don't ask... it's annoying."
"Seeing how sulky you are, it must have gone well. I thought so."

Lilith looked at Riel and Lu, lamenting her own situation.

"Why don't I have a lover? Am I that unattractive...?"
"Well, I don't think that's it. You're a succubus after all, in a way."
"In a way?!"
"Yes, in a way."

Lilith raised her voice in anger at Lu's comment.

Riel made a suggestion to Lilith, who was getting worked up over something trivial.

"Would you like me to introduce you to someone?"
"Introduce?"
"Yes, age doesn't matter, right?"
"It does..."
"If age matters, you won't be able to meet anyone. They need to be quite old."
"Ahahahaha!!"

Lu burst into laughter at Riel's words.

Lilith glared at Lu.

"They are quite old... indeed."
"You're old too!"
"I don't discriminate based on age."
"That's not necessarily a good thing..."
"It is a good thing. You're a succubus."

Riel interrupted their conversation and continued in her usual indifferent voice.

"If you insist, get Albert to introduce you. He'll treat you well."
"I don't need that. He only cares about that girl anyway."
"By the way... when will they come again? From the looks of it, it won't take long..."

In reality, they hadn't fully retreated but were keeping a certain distance, hiding and waiting for an opportunity.

It wouldn't be strange if they attacked again at any moment.

"They'll probably come soon."
"Will we be okay then?"
"What do you mean?"
"The young lady aside, His Majesty is in that state, and Mr. Andres too... will we be okay?"

Andres aside, the Emperor needs to regain his strength.

Even though his injuries are severe, it doesn't change the fact that he's a significant military force.

Moreover, since there won't be a one-on-one battle between those two in the next fight, his value was even more certain in the current situation.

"Those two will figure it out themselves, don't you think?"
"You're quite pessimistic."
"It's not like I can do anything about it."
"That's true. Right now, you're a special case that even the citizens don't know about."

Riel turned her gaze toward the hill where there was still no movement.

"I hope it starts as late as possible, at least around the time His Majesty returns."
"That's a big dream..."
"It would be difficult, wouldn't it?"
"If it were me, I'd probably be like that for about a year."

There was some exaggeration, but depending on the person, the aftereffects could really last that long.

Right now, they could only pray that the Emperor wasn't that severely affected.

All they could do was hope for the Emperor's return and for him to overcome this.

"I'm sure he'll overcome it well. At least, the Emperor I knew would."

Riel believed it.

She believed that the Emperor she knew, and still knows, would definitely shake it off and protect the country.

But Lilith had some doubts about that belief.

Still, hoping for the Emperor to rise again, she agreed with those words.

"I hope so, please..."

First, the Emperor needed to return to his normal state before anything could be done.

Right now, there was no one to lead this large number of people.
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A leader to guide all those people.

The person who has held that position until now and must still maintain it.

The Emperor of the Kainis Empire, Reinhardt Macael.

However, his current state was beyond words.

Like a broken man, he had shut himself in his room, refusing to come out.

He was still staring at the photograph prominently placed on his desk... the same one he had been looking at for almost a week.

All while denying what had happened.

"It can't be true... What I saw was just a trick, she must still be alive... Right, darling?"

No one answered his words.

Yet he paid no mind to the silence.

"Earlier, you were just resting because you were tired, right? That blood was just from the enemy... right?"

Still, the Empress in the photograph offered him no response.

In that moment, the Emperor realized.

He gripped the frame tightly.

After staring at it for a long while, he let out a deep sigh.

"I should have stayed with her... Why didn't I...?"

He finally acknowledged the truth.

Still, there seemed to be some meaning to the week he had spent like this.

The Emperor looked at the always-smiling Empress in the photograph and thought.

'War or whatever... I should have just stayed with her...'

That was his regret.

Letting her go until the very end, not being by her side at that moment, failing to protect her...

He regretted everything.

What good was being Emperor or the strongest man in the Empire... when he was just half a man who couldn't protect the one he loved.

In this situation, everything felt pointless.

And he couldn't do anything.

'What could a loser like me possibly do...'

How could someone who couldn't protect even a single person protect this city, this country, this world?

He had been too arrogant until now.

It wasn't just that he failed to protect her.

He had also lost to that bastard, and miserably at that...

"Truly... I'm so pathetic it leaves me speechless."

He looked at his hand.

Though wrapped tightly in bandages, inside was a grotesque hand split in two.

How could he wield such a hand?

He was lucky just to be alive.

"In that case..."

Just as he was about to utter those pathetically hopeless words, a voice came from behind the door.

The voice was infinitely calm.

"Please don't say such things. We are hoping Your Majesty will stand on the battlefield."

Hearing that voice made him angry.

Of course, it wasn't his fault.

He had done more than he could have been expected to do, and that was commendable.

But he had witnessed the Empress's final moments and had been there.

Surely he could have prevented it... surely...

"Do you think you have the right to stand before me...?"
"That's why I'm not coming in."
"How insolent... for a special operative who failed to complete his mission?"

It wasn't official, just a special operative in name only.

But still, a special operative was a special operative.

Of course, he paid no mind to those words and spoke what he needed to say.

And those words struck the Emperor harder than expected.

"Would you rather be a king who abandons his country?"

Those words flew like Bael's weapon and struck the Emperor.

And they delivered an even greater shock.

"A-Abandoned my country...? Me?"
"Isn't that what you're trying to do?"
"This is just..."
"Don't bring up such talk if you have no intention of coming out."

His aggressive attitude.

He was always like that, but this time it felt like he was crossing a line.

"There are boundaries that must be respected."
"We don't have time to respect such boundaries now, Your Majesty needs to decide quickly."

For some reason, he summoned his sword.

Then he thrust that sword through the door.

The Emperor stared at the blade that had pierced through his door.

"What are you..."
"Will you continue like this?"
"..."
"I understand, but would Her Majesty the Empress approve of this? I don't think so."
"Shut up..!"

When the word "Empress" was mentioned, he raised his voice.

"What do you know to speak like that?!"

After that outburst, Albert responded with a calm voice that contrasted with his.

"I know plenty, probably much better than Your Majesty."
"You... have lived without losing anything, haven't you? Don't speak as if you know everything!"
"I may not know, but there is one thing I know for certain."

He emanated a terrifying aura as if telling him to speak no more.

But Albert wasn't intimidated at all.

He ignored that aura, those words.

"If Your Majesty continues like this, this country will fall. Your Majesty will die, and so will I."
"I told you to shut up!"
"If you're fine with your daughter dying too, then keep being stubborn."

Those words pierced his ears properly.

The Emperor's body trembled, wavered, if only for a brief moment.

Albert's mouth didn't stop there.

"In the world without you, Ellie didn't exist either. Just remember that."
"..."
"Don't you want to avoid having the same experience? I feel the same."

Those words moved him.

Little by little, they made him step forward.

But he was still just standing in front of the door.

"..."

Albert scolded him, who still showed no intention of coming out.

And with quite a disrespectful tone at that.

"Stay like that if you want, you fail to realize you're still useful despite everything."

Albert pulled out the sword that had been stuck in the door.

Then he continued.

"From now on, don't call yourself Emperor. I've never had such a pathetic lord before."

***

"This time they're quite spread out."

It seemed they had learned their lesson this time.

Since the Empire kept stalling with shield bearers and continuously reducing their forces with magic and snipers, this time they had completely spread out their forces.

Still, as expected, most personnel were concentrated at the West Gate, closest to the Babylon Kingdom and the center of this war.

In fact, looking at the whole, they were spread out, but looking at parts, they were still clustered in one place.

"By the way, when is he coming?"

Lilith swallowed dryly as she looked at the scene unfolding before her eyes.

The absurd number of monsters and the demons, beastmen, and beast-folk filling every corner left her speechless.

"At this rate, won't the barrier just break?"

Lilith said this while looking at the barrier that was under attack even at this moment.

And Albert, who had arrived at some point, infused mana into the barrier and spoke.

"It should still hold for about 4 hours, right?"

Unless someone like Lilith exploited the small gaps in the barrier to destroy it from within, it would hold quite well.

As he was saying this and looking at the enemy forces, something caught his eye.

An enormous amount of magical power began to concentrate in one place.

"That's a different story."
"We should block that, right?"

She was right.

At that level, we had to block it even if it meant taking a risk.

Of course, I was the only one who could block it.

'But the risk is way too high?'

To block it, I would have to go out there.

Otherwise, the Abyss would break through the barrier.

But I couldn't just leave it alone like last time.

I let out a hollow laugh as I looked at the many powerful individuals gathered here.

"Anyone want to come with me?"
"Shouldn't we go quickly?"
"I don't want to."
"You're all really... selfish, aren't you?"

I gave up and turned around again.

The magical power was still gathering slowly but surely.

So I moved forward.

Even if it was a bit dangerous, it was the right decision, so that's what I did.

"A... a human!"

Those who had been busy hitting the barrier and spotted me clung to me like minnows that had found prey.

I sliced through those minnows like cutting sashimi.

-Slash! Slash!!-

But these fish weren't just one or two.

Hundreds, thousands of monsters and soldiers clung to me.

-Slash! Boom!!-

Not only their weapons but also arrows and magic flew at me.

At this point, it seemed like I hadn't come to block Bael's magic but had just started fighting earlier than others.

Fortunately, she and Lilith followed me.

"There are quite a lot, aren't there?"
"Yeah... they really came prepared."

An astronomical number, easily exceeding a million just in monsters alone.

The crowd created by that number was truly complex.

The metaphor was literally true—I couldn't see the end.

Endless waves of monsters were crashing in.

In that situation, I launched the Abyss toward him, or more precisely, in his direction, as he was calmly gathering magical power.

-Gooooo!!-

Since the Abyss had grown quite large recently, I could use it freely like this.

Besides, it was quite obedient lately.

The Abyss flew swiftly, devouring everything in its path.

"Aaaaargh!!"
"Wh-what is that thing..."
"My arm..! My arm...!"

The Abyss devoured someone's arm, someone's leg, someone's life.

Thus, it moved forward, consuming everything that stood in its way.

-Gooooo!!-

The excited Abyss increased its speed even more.

It seemed like it would go to the ends of the earth.

But even such an Abyss eventually stopped before reaching Bael.

-Goo...?-

The Abyss encountered a being it couldn't devour, one larger than itself.

His name was Solomon.

Seeing that being appear before me, I could only sigh.

"Really... will I make it back alive?"
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Solomon's eyes were much darker than before.

Most of the wounds he had suffered then had disappeared without a trace.

The only remaining injuries were the two massive wounds on his wings.

"This is truly hopeless."

Solomon was advancing toward me, dragging his massive body forward.

I swung my sword as usual while gazing at that gloomy sight.

Looking at their blood staining my body and the occasional wounds from gaps in my defense, a thought crossed my mind.

'Wouldn't it be better if the barrier just broke at this point?'

But even so, I couldn't just let that attack through.

His overwhelming aura, boasting of his true identity, had the power to draw everyone's attention by mere existence.

'It won't just be the barrier that breaks...'

And the moment I thought that...

-Tzzzzz!!-

The magic that had been building in Bael's weapon—a staff different from the one he had before—suddenly stopped.

I gripped my sword tightly, preparing to swing it toward that vast mass of magical power.

At that moment, dozens of spells appeared from nowhere, threatening me.

"Just shoot."

Lilith's voice settled in my ear.

The moment I heard her voice, and the moment those spells approached right before my face.

-Tzzzzzzz!!!-

A light like divine power emerged from his staff.

Trusting Lilith, I ignored the spells and swung my sword toward that light.

-Gooo!!-

The abyss that revealed itself crossed the sky faster than that light.

The abyss, moving at the speed of light, began to devour that radiance.

It was like a black hole that could swallow even light itself.

'That's a relief...'

I looked ahead, reassured by that fact.

There stood a powerful warrior who had blocked dozens of spells with just a single sword strike.

That warrior stabbed her sword into the head of an enemy who had suddenly charged at her and said:

"That thing... seems like an upgraded version of mine? How annoying..."
"But it can't touch pure objects without magical power."
"What idiot doesn't infuse their weapon with magic?"
"Let's deal with these ones first."

Lilith and I continued to push forward under her protection.

But the enemy forces were so vast... Despite swinging my sword without rest, they didn't seem to diminish at all.

Faced with this absurd situation, I had no choice but to call upon my friend.

"Do what you can and come back."
-Gooo.-

The sword of the abyss, filled with dark energy.

I swung that sword with all my might toward the enemy forces.

As always, the abyss that revealed itself devoured all living beings in sight.

However, a large shield appeared before the abyss, stopping its movement.

"Amon...?"

The shield of void protecting the reality of that shield.

The abyss began to gnaw at that void shield.

But soon, clear flames and magic bullets like cannonballs fell upon the abyss.

-Whoosh!! Boom!-

The flames burned that darkness, and the magic bullets exploded, stopping the movement of the darkness.

Now the abyss showed no movement at all.

'I guess it's dangerous if it takes hits one-sidedly...'

The abyss, looking dejected, returned to me and went back into the sword.

The blocked abyss.

I glared at the one who had accomplished this for the first time.

"How did you know about this?"
"Just a prediction. No attack or defense can be perfect."

His name was Amon.

The executor of the Babylon Kingdom and one who always showed absolute defense in any battle.

It had been quite a while since I'd felt the majesty of that shield.

"Still the same."

That shield, which could easily block even the Emperor's attacks, was far beyond Briton and even Andres.

Looking at his unwavering stance, I thought:

'Can I pierce it?'

Seeing even the abyss being blocked, I couldn't help but feel discouraged.

But I gripped my sword firmly.

'What choice do I have...'

I couldn't escape from here anyway, and I needed to pierce that shield to survive.

Can I pierce it? Such weak thoughts had to be thrown away in this situation.

"But it's too much right now, isn't it?"

I might be able to pierce it if I tried hard enough.

But looking at that scene, I had no choice but to postpone that task.

Bael, as well as Vasa, Gamigin, and Marbas, had all revealed themselves.

"That seems a bit too much..."

It was clearly too much no matter how I looked at it.

The others might be manageable, but Bael was the problem.

If it weren't for him, we might have had a chance with Lilith on our side.

But because of him alone, I couldn't think this was doable at all.

"I wish they'd come quickly..."

I looked at the barrier with an unavoidable sense of anxiety.

The massive and solid barrier that didn't even crack despite receiving attacks from numerous enemy forces.

Of course, it could maintain that form only because it hadn't been attacked by those guys.

"Aren't they coming out?"

Fortunately, as if they all had some conscience, they started coming out of the barrier one by one when I looked at them like that.

Starting with Marco and Amelia, then Kyle and Karina, Diabolica, Luna, Light, and others.

Even warriors of our age like Elin, Reina, and Raycle joined the battlefield.

And seeing them, the regular soldiers seemed moved and almost all personnel, except for the minimum required to maintain the barrier, escaped from it.

'Something seems a bit off here...?'

The barrier clearly exists to protect us.

But now we were outside the barrier trying to protect it.

It felt like the roles had been reversed, but from my perspective, it wasn't necessarily a bad situation.

I asked Marco, who had been the first to come out of the barrier and was now standing beside me:

"Is the barrier a place of refuge?"
"We have no choice, do we?"
"Not bad."

It wasn't such a bad decision.

If we win in this state, we win, and even if we lose, the barrier will buy us some time.

Of course, I said this, but I really hoped we would win in this state.

Thinking that, I pointed my sword at those guys.

Then a voice, all too familiar, settled in my ear.

"The chances of that are slim, so don't push yourself too hard so you can escape anytime."
"Yes..."

Her words were somewhat negative, but they were true.

Even though we had more powerful individuals on our side and had killed Agareus and Phenex in the previous battle, it still wasn't enough.

Moreover, the Emperor wasn't on our side.

Even with the Emperor, it would be a close call, let alone without him.

'I wish he'd come to his senses after all that...'

Bael alternately looked at the barrier, now with only regular soldiers inside, and at me.

Then he used [Heaven's Gift].

This time it was a rather ordinary-looking longsword.

Bael advanced slowly, step by step, holding that longsword.

"By the way, where is that guy?"
"He hasn't arrived yet?"
"Could he be scared?"
"Well, probably."
"Some Emperor he is, abandoning his country to his people... What a disgrace."

I didn't deny his words.

They were absolutely right, and even she showed the same attitude as me this time.

Of course, she was itching to speak.

"Don't you resent that loser? You seemed quite loyal."
"It's not loyalty, and I don't particularly resent him."

The reason I protected him wasn't out of loyalty.

It was simply because he was someone who shouldn't die.

And while he might be frustrating, I didn't resent him.

But Bael didn't seem to believe my words at all.

"I'll make one final offer. How about coming under me and offering that loyalty to me? I am different from that loser."

Loser.

At those words, she gripped her staff tightly.

"I don't run away like a coward, nor do I treat my comrades as insignificant. Moreover... unlike that guy, I am the strongest."

His confidence was on a different level.

But the basis for that confidence was more than sufficient—it was overflowing.

He wasn't just claiming to be the strongest; he truly was. No one could refute those words.

Except for me, of course.

"I decline that offer."
"Why? Don't tell me you think you can achieve victory in this situation?"
"That's not it."
"Then?"
"The one I serve stands on this side. That's the only reason."

Of course, even if that weren't the case, I wouldn't go to their side.

It's just that there was no reason not to go.

"You really have a talent for irritating people."
"Look who's talking."
"That foolish decision, I'll make you regret it! My men! This is an order!"

Bael pointed at me with his grotesque finger.

Then, with a voice like a massive mountain, he shouted:

"Kill all humans except that one! And I will deal with that human myself, so don't lay a hand on him!"

That order was like a signal flare.

Those who heard it immediately began the battle.

The clash of numerous spells and various weapons—I kept those sounds in my heart.

Then I stood proudly before him.

"You're the one who should not come to regret it."
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Of course, it was just bravado.

It was clear we were at a disadvantage, but I was putting on a brave front anyway.

However, that bravado also contained a small measure of hope.

Of course, it wasn't some ridiculous expectation like...

'Maybe we could actually win this?'

It was simply that if we could stall for time... things might move in a more positive direction.

That's what I was counting on.

But Bael burst into laughter when he saw my demeanor.

"Hahaha!! Bravado? Do you even realize how absurd what you just said is?!"

I tightened my grip on my sword.

Then I hurled it with all my might toward the center of Bael's body.

-Whoosh!!-

Bael dodged the flying sword with remarkable ease.

But the soldiers behind him weren't so fortunate.

"Arghh!!"

They screamed in extreme agony.

Looking at them, I asked Bael:

"Didn't you just say you don't treat your comrades as worthless? Was that just an empty, pretty lie?"
"Those things, comrades? Now that's nonsense."
"If not comrades, then what are they?"

Bael opened his mouth with an expression that suggested my question was ridiculous.

"Obviously, they're meat shields, aren't they?"
"..."
"I thought you'd see it the same way... no?"

I couldn't help but think that way.

Not to belittle them, but it was the truth.

Their attacks would never reach powerful beings like Bael, the Emperor, or Solomon.

"But they still have their uses, don't they?"
"Does having a use make someone a comrade?"
"I'm asking from your perspective?"

To me, if they're on the same side, they're comrades, even if they have no use.

At least that's how I saw it.

But Bael's thinking seemed quite different, and sure enough, he agreed with that assessment.

"Of course, they need to be useful to be comrades, and only then are they worth looking after. But it seems our standards for 'usefulness' are quite different."
"Do they need to be at least at the Executioner level?"
"Naturally. Everyone else is nothing more than meat shields."

Bael didn't offer any response to the dying soldier beside him.

He ignored the soldier's desperate pleas for help.

"Besides, I've been dead for so long that most emotions are gone. Seeing things like this doesn't affect me at all."

Then he walked toward us step by step as he spoke.

"But that doesn't mean my hatred for you has disappeared, so don't be relieved."

After finishing those words, Bael quickly approached us.

He swung his sword.

-Clang!!-

My sword collided with his with a loud noise.

I was withstanding the immense pressure of his incredibly heavy sword head-on.

At that moment, a wave of magical power appeared and struck him.

"I knew it, Lilith."

The wave wounded him, and Lilith's sword that appeared right after aimed for his neck.

Of course, while Bael couldn't block the wave of magic, he easily deflected Lilith's sword.

-Drip!-

A stream of blood from his cheek fell to the floor.

And then a long ice spear flew toward that spot.

Bael released a small amount of magical power toward the spear aiming for his head.

The rapidly approaching spear lost its power and plummeted to the ground.

-Crash!!-

In that moment, I suddenly twisted my body and withdrew the hand I had been using to exert force—specifically, my left hand.

"Ugh!!"

This broke the balance of power that the three of us had been maintaining, and Bael's body, being the first to lose power, lurched forward.

I seized that opening and swung my sword toward his body.

However...

-Thwack!!-

What made contact first wasn't my sword but his foot.

Taking Bael's kick directly, I couldn't withstand its power and rolled across the floor.

"Ah... shit..."

I got up from the ground, rubbing my burning right cheek.

It really... fucking hurt.

It felt like I'd been hit by a rock rather than a foot.

Moreover, shattered pieces of ice were scattered beneath Bael.

"Haha..."

As I grimaced in pain, Bael spoke with an unbearably arrogant expression.

"Do you still think I'll regret this?"
"So far..."
"Seeing that you're still not in your right mind after taking a hit, I guess that's just your personality."

Bael maintained that expression and gestured for me to come at him.

At that moment, I mirrored his exact expression and said:

"Why don't you come to me?"
"Haha! You'll definitely regret those words!!"

I couldn't help but be startled by his speed, which was unbelievable for someone supposed to be a mage.

I tried to maintain distance between us as much as possible, utilizing the magic she created.

Her magic broke easily, but it could definitely reduce the power of his attacks.

Of course, it still hurt like hell.

"Leg!! Stomach! Face!!"

Bael, who swung his fists or weapons at the parts he shouted out with a psychopathic glee, was truly... like a natural disaster.

Not all of his attacks connected, and only a few rare ones reached me.

Even so, my stamina and vitality were rapidly depleting.

"How can you be so exhausted already? Not even an hour has passed..."

There were clearly three of us.

Yet he persistently targeted only me.

Not Lilith, the strongest among us, nor her, who was the weakest in close combat, but me.

I got up from where I had fallen again and asked him why.

"Why are you only targeting me? That seems... most inefficient?"

Bael answered with an annoying smile that showed he knew the meaning.

"That's exactly why I'm targeting you."
"What...?"
"I said, that's exactly why I'm targeting you."

He was truly... insanity incarnate.

Deliberately moving in the most disadvantageous way... I couldn't understand it at all.

Bael uttered another incomprehensible statement.

"Can you still go on?"
"Of course..."
"Good."

As soon as he heard those words, Bael hurried without even summoning a new weapon to replace his broken one.

Bael approached right up to my face, then belatedly realized this fact and looked at his empty hands.

I finally activated [Transcendence] and [Mortal's Last Stand], then firmly grabbed both of his arms.

"You talk big, but you seem in a hurry?"
"Tch..."

He exerted all his strength in his arms to break free from me.

But since I was doing the same, he couldn't escape immediately.

"In pure strength, I'm stronger, aren't I?"

Both of us had dropped our weapons.

In such a situation, I had a slight advantage, armed with various skills.

"By the way... you're really brutally strong."

Compared to me, Bael was in a bare-handed state without using any skills.

Yet I was barely managing to control these arms.

I saw Lilith moving behind him and said:

"Now it's your turn to suffer!"
"Tch..."

Lilith's sword sliced through the air, aiming for the center of Bael's back to pierce his heart.

But with a sudden burst of magical power, the sword's path was twisted.

-Thunk!! Drip!!!-

Lilith's sword penetrated his body, though not the heart, and his blood splattered onto the floor.

Seeing that sight made me smile.

Of course, that smile didn't last long.

"You... you bastards!!"

With a furious roar, an enormous amount of magical power erupted from Bael's enraged body.

-Swish!!-

Lilith and I had no choice but to retreat from that magical power.

I touched the wound created by that magic, which felt like a cutting wind.

"Blood...?"

Bael also touched the massive wound on his body with trembling hands.

A wound larger and more fatal than any he had suffered so far.

Once again, he released an absurd amount of magical power in all directions.

-Swish!!!-

Countless people died from that massive wave of magical power, and even the few who withstood it soon lost consciousness and collapsed.

That unbelievable scene was almost like watching Lilith's unique skill.

"To do that much with just a magical discharge..."

It couldn't be explained by simply having a large amount of magic.

The concentration of his magic far exceeded Lilith's.

It was even superior to Lilith's magic enhanced through her unique skill.

"This is truly unbelievable..."

Moreover, despite performing such an absurd feat twice, his magical power showed no signs of depletion.

I really couldn't understand how we had defeated him before.

"Do you know what you've done?!! To inflict such a wound on my body...! You're the first to ever do such a thing!!"

This was definitely not the time for jokes.

In that moment of silence on the battlefield, Bael used [Heaven's Blessing].

The bright, clear golden spear he summoned this time.

That spear exuded an aura of a completely different caliber from any weapon he had summoned so far.

It was like a grim reaper visiting humans to deliver death.

In my hundreds of years of life, I had never felt such an aura.

Even Solomon's would pale in comparison.

Bael lightly swung that spear.

-Whoosh!!!-

A wave of golden energy formed.

That wave reduced everything in its path to ashes.

-Fwoosh!!-

Bael pointed that spear at me, at us, at the Kainis Empire, and said:

"I don't know who this Michael is, but he's truly foolish."
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Michael.

A name I knew.

Of course, even if it wasn't me specifically, anyone with intelligence would likely know that name.

He was one of the angels who led human society to prosperity and is now even worshipped as a god.

Yet for some reason, that name had just spilled from Bael's lips.

Along with words of contempt, calling him "foolish."

Normally, not just those who worship Michael as a god, but even ordinary people like me would have rebuked such a statement.

But this time, everyone remained silent, and even I couldn't bring myself to say anything.

"Where did that clever mouth of yours go? Can't say a word now?"
"..."
"Well, I suppose you can't help it."

Truly... I really couldn't utter a single word.

Instead of unnecessary talk, I quickly assessed him.

'Where should I aim...?'

His spear was neither too long nor too short, allowing it to cover almost any range.

Moreover, its basic qualities as a weapon—hardness and sharpness—far surpassed my sword.

The only fortunate thing was Bael's Abyss, the identity of that golden energy that briefly appeared when he swung his spear earlier.

That Abyss seemed shallower than mine.

While I had spent my entire life exploring others' Abysses without rest, Bael didn't give off that impression.

'I don't know exactly, but...'

Perhaps he was similar to me until he became Emperor, but afterward, he seemed to have diverged significantly.

And demons rarely have reason to explore others' Abysses.

Unless it's a situation like today, it's fair to say they almost never do.

'But... that's the only advantage I have.'

Just that one thing.

In every other aspect, I was at a disadvantage.

"Certainly, it's natural to feel that way given the circumstances. Don't blame yourself too much."

Bael spoke those words as his footsteps remained infinitely calm.

As he gradually approached, I immediately changed my sword's form to a dagger.

Seeing this, Bael gave a faint smile.

"Are you planning to run away?"
"..."

If I didn't, I really felt like I would die.

Even if I could withstand one attack, anything beyond that would be truly dangerous.

Moreover, I didn't have much strength left.

Yet even in that situation, I couldn't move my feet to flee.

Instead of running away, I quickly positioned myself in front of her.

"Really... that's playing dirty, isn't it?"
"That's rich coming from you, don't you think?"

As soon as I prepared to escape, Bael changed his target.

While it was certainly what he had to do, from my perspective, it was incredibly unfair.

"By the way, immediately changing your stance and standing in front of this one... she must be quite important to you, hm?"
"So what if she is?"
"Be careful, because if you make a mistake, that woman behind you might end up dead."

Bael shouted as he lightly swung his spear.

"This one doesn't know how to control his power yet!!"

***

-Whoosh! BOOM BOOM BOOM!!!-

A brilliant light appeared with a powerful shockwave that shook heaven and earth.

That light engulfed everyone on the battlefield.

"Ugh..!"

From the magical shockwave earlier to the light just now...

Everyone on the battlefield couldn't help but focus their attention on these phenomena.

"What... what was that?!"

Ellin blurted out the question, looking at Luna in front of her.

However, Luna was just as bewildered as Ellin.

"I... I don't know? What could it be?"
"Shouldn't we go check it out...?!"

But unlike the two of them, there was one person maintaining a calm demeanor.

Riel, who still had her gun aimed at the enemy despite what had happened, spoke to them through the radio.

"Focus. The front line is collapsing."
"But... shouldn't we go see..."
"Even if we went, we'd just be in the way. Stop talking nonsense and focus on the mission."

Riel's blunt words.

They were harsh, but entirely correct.

And Albert had said something similar before they dispersed.

-No matter what happens, hold your position. If one area falls, the others will start falling one by one.-

Recalling those words, Riel prevented them from acting independently.

"Whether you go or not, if he's going to die, he'll die. If not, he won't."
"But still..."
"He wouldn't want you coming anyway. Just hold onto that feeling."

With this continued certainty, Ellin seemed to accept it.

"Okay... I understand."

At that moment, Riel thought:

'Does she think she's the only one worried...?'

Of course it was concerning.

They had never felt a shockwave of that magnitude before.

Even Riel, who had spoken so firmly to Ellin, was worried.

'Is the young lady okay? I hope he's not pushing himself too hard again. Is Solomon holding up well? With the Emperor absent... do we have enough strength?'

Many such worries swirled in her mind.

Yet all she could do was kill one more enemy soldier. That was it.

This fact gave her an overwhelming sense of powerlessness.

'Is this all...?'

After all that training for this moment, this was the result.

But as time passed, her thinking changed.

'Isn't it better to have this much at least...? No, isn't it fortunate that it's only this much?'

And then...

'What if it's just this much? I still have to do what I can.'

That thought filled her mind.

In reality, it wasn't something to be dismissed as "just this much."

A single sniper killing hundreds of soldiers was an incredible national asset.

"Just do what needs to be done. That's the right thing."

So Riel once again aimed her gun at an enemy's head.

And the moment her aim was complete, she quickly pulled the trigger.

-Bang!!-

***

In a lodging located in Leicester, where fierce battles were raging...

And one person, lonely... guarding that lodging.

"Tch...!"

He struck the desk with all his might, where a phone displaying real-time footage of the battlefield sat.

-CRASH!!-

Then he looked at his left hand, which had become somewhat movable.

And as he looked at that hand and the battlefield scene, he recalled what that boy had told him.

"A king who abandoned his country... truly... shameful."

The wording was a bit harsh, but it was true.

He was an irresponsible king who had abandoned his country and left it to his citizens.

He looked through the wide-open window toward that place.

"Is he... still alive...?"

Just as he uttered that modest wish...

-Whoooosh!-

An enormous magical shockwave spread throughout Leicester.

He anxiously gazed in the direction where the shockwave had originated, where Bael was located.

And for good reason... if this was the impact at such a distance, how threatening would the attack be if one took it head-on?

Moreover, this magical shockwave also meant that Bael had begun to fight in earnest.

"..."

The moment he realized this, he recalled what Albert had said.

-If you're fine with even your daughter dying, then continue being stubborn... In a world without you, Ellie wouldn't exist either.-

Those words were filled with certainty and sincerity.

It wasn't just a prediction of the future, but felt like the future itself.

Even though it couldn't be, that's how it felt.

"Really... as if he knows everything..."

Knowing everything, or pretending to know everything.

Which of the two was true didn't particularly matter.

What mattered now was that those words had moved him.

That was the important fact.

"Wait...!"

He finally left the lodging and began to move forward.

In the end, Albert had broken his stubbornness.

The Emperor joined the battlefield at the fastest speed he could muster.

To protect his daughter, his son-in-law, and his country.

"It's quite far...!"

He ran straight toward where an enormous energy—far greater than his own—and three smaller energies were showing intense movement.

But considering the current situation where every second counted, it seemed he would arrive far too late.

"With this much time... please..."

As seconds gathered into minutes, minutes into tens of minutes, and tens of minutes into an hour, his anxiety increased exponentially.

And for good reason—Bael was someone who could end everything within that time.

"Please... at least until I arrive..."

Until now, that strange fellow Albert had managed well.

But this time, the circumstances were different.

Bael was a figure that Albert could not possibly handle.

So the Emperor hurried.

He rushed to avoid being any later.

Just as he was about to exceed two hours since leaving the lodging, he finally arrived at the battlefield.

By his standards, he had hurried quite a bit.

He was drenched in sweat despite not having done much.

However...

"I'm too late..."

The result was not good. In the end, he had arrived too late.

The Emperor, blaming himself for his delayed arrival, took in the horrific scene before his eyes.

And he regretted the stubbornness he had maintained until now.

'I should have come a little earlier...'
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Tragedy.

The scene was truly tragedy itself.

When had it begun?

A heart and torso pierced by his spear, a person spitting blood.

That person looked at Bael standing before him, the one who had killed him, and the faint figure of the Emperor behind him.

At that moment, the two rings worn on that person's hand—now useless objects—fell to the floor.

-Thud!!-

Broken rings.

From one of them, a precious ring made of daisies, an unidentifiable energy escaped and was soon absorbed into that person.

Yet no one witnessed this movement.

It wasn't that they couldn't see it.

It was clearly visible like magic power or the abyss.

But none of those present saw it or its movement.

They only witnessed... the death of a person.

Lilith looked at the scene and muttered:

"How... did it come to this?"

***

Albert struggled desperately to widen the distance between the woman behind him and Bael in front of him.

It was difficult, exhausting, and painful.

Yet Albert somehow continued the effort.

"Just a bit further back...!"

Following Albert's instructions, she moved even further than the distance she had been maintaining.

Albert, too, moved nimbly to avoid his spear.

The spear of death approached Albert instantly, and while evading it, he grabbed it with his bare hand.

"Ugh...!"

Blood flowed freely from his hand.

But he didn't shy away from the pain.

"Doesn't that hurt?!"
"Fucking hurts like hell..."

It was merely grazing the surface of the spear.

Yet it was as painful as if he were being impaled by it.

Albert endured the pain and swung his sword.

-Clang!!-

The sword strike definitely hit Bael's body, it definitely connected.

But the sword seemed to be blocked by something, becoming rigid.

It was as if his body was surrounded by something that prevented entry.

'What is this...?'

Of course, Bael didn't give him time to think.

He immediately withdrew his spear and swung it at Albert again.

Bael moved relentlessly in all directions, threatening him without pause.

Albert was keeping up with those attacks while breathing heavily.

"Haa... haa..."

It had seemed quite manageable until Bael picked up that spear.

But now the balance of power was significantly broken.

Lilith couldn't use any special powers either, and Albert could only block attacks, dodge them... or get stabbed and slashed.

This time, the spear grazed his head, specifically his cheek.

With his stamina and vitality gradually depleting from such attacks, Albert looked at his opponent who remained perfectly fine, unlike himself.

'If I could just touch his body... things might get better...'

Albert had been trying to make contact with Bael's body for a while now.

He deliberately created distance to bait his attacks, and occasionally used his hands instead of his sword when attacking.

Of course, the battle didn't flow according to Albert's intentions.

Albert's hands and sword kept getting blocked by that something, while there was no protective barrier to block Bael's attacks.

'Even the power is still the same...'

Despite being strong enough to break through her magic, the power of the attacks remained consistent.

That ridiculously powerful spear split the air and this time accurately pierced through his body.

"Argh...!!"

His scream filled the battlefield.

He staggered, unable to maintain his balance, just like the Emperor had back then.

It wasn't his heart, but his body had been pierced.

"Al... Albert...! Are you okay...?! Because of me—"
"If that's all you're going to say, just run away."

To be honest, she was a hindrance.

Of course, he wouldn't think that way, but most people would.

And Bael was included among those people.

"Yes, why don't you run away? Shouldn't you live a little longer? You'll meet in hell anyway, so what difference does delaying it a day or two make?"

Bael, having regained his composure, looked incredibly annoying.

Bael asked Albert, who was showing relatively normal movements despite his injuries:

"You seem to be doing better now?"

Albert frowned at the message that appeared before his eyes.

"Why don't you shut up?"

From his perspective, far from being better, one of the cards he had been saving was now gone.

Yet Bael was still perfectly fine.

He moved his body as if flaunting his intact limbs.

He chased Albert, who was desperately fleeing, to the end.

"Where are you running to?"

The spear grazed Albert's body, cut him, and pierced him.

The effect of [Life in Death] should have made it painless.

However...

"It hurts like hell..."

The spear pierced his leg. He collapsed to the ground.

Then he began to laugh like a madman.

"Haha...! Hahahahaha...!!!"
"You can laugh in this situation?"

He looked at Lilith, who had become as wounded as himself.

Seeing that sight, he thought:

'At this rate... we're really going to die.'

It was a different situation from before.

Back then, there was at least some hope.

But now...

'Even if that old man comes back, can we win against this?'

Even for him, who always thought positively, the opponent was strong enough to generate such negative thoughts.

It was questionable whether they could win even if Solomon joined their side.

"Really... heaven has abandoned us..."

Hearing that mumble, Bael spoke as if it were nonsense:

"Heaven was never on your side to begin with. Isn't this spear proof of that?"
"..."
"This is Michael's spear, the one you worship. You're being destroyed by the god you believe in and serve!!"

Bael seemed excited, finally seeing the end after eons of suffering.

His appearance was both understandable and irritating.

'Does he think he's the only one who's suffered...'

Bael couldn't know about his suffering.

He didn't need to know, and even if he did, it wouldn't change Bael's judgment.

Bael raised his spear.

A weapon too full of righteous energy for Bael, also known as the Demon King, to wield.

Yet ironically, that weapon was now in Bael's hands.

Albert looked at that sight with powerless eyes.

'I don't want to die...'

After coming this far... he absolutely didn't want to die.

But no matter what, his body wouldn't move.

It wasn't because his body wasn't functioning.

It was the powerlessness that came from the grim certainty that nothing would change even if he moved or ran away.

Bael finally stood before him, who had given up.

"I'll give you credit though. This is the first time I've gone this far. Not once have I fought while breaking my beliefs and pride to this extent."
"So what...?"
"In a way, it might be because of you. After all, I first made this decision back then."

Back then...

How would he know when "back then" was...? He was about to die...

Albert still had empty eyes.

Bael asked one last question to the young man before him, who somehow looked familiar:

"This is your last chance. Won't you join me? I feel it would be a waste to kill a talent like you here."

At that moment, he thought:

If he swallowed his pride here and asked for mercy for himself and her, could they survive?

But immediately after, he had that thought.

He voiced that thought aloud:

"What meaning would that have?"
"Huh?"
"What meaning would there be in living like that...!! I'd rather die here!"

Such a life would have no meaning.

Even if he could live with her that way, he didn't want such a life.

'It would be no different from back then...'

He stood up.

Then he pointed his sword at the spear Bael had raised.

The effect of [Transcendence] was about to wear off.

'Right... it's the end, so I should at least try something.'

The end.

Bael's final attack, symbolizing that end, began to advance toward him.

As the spear moved forward, emitting vast energy befitting a final blow, Albert also gathered all the strength he could muster.

"Rather pathetic for a final stand!!"

At that moment, she suddenly jumped forward.

She spread her arms as if trying to take the spear in his place.

Bael mocked her decision.

"How touching!! You want to go together till the end?!!"

He was right.

It wasn't an attack that could be blocked by her alone.

It was just a foolish action—instead of one death, there would be two.

Of course, Albert wouldn't allow such behavior, and he wrapped his arms around her who had suddenly jumped out, pushing her behind him.

"I can't allow that."

How much effort had it taken to get this far...? He absolutely couldn't let her die.

Just as she had done for him before, he tried to take the opponent's attack head-on in her place.

A direct confrontation would obviously result in his defeat.

That's why Albert deliberately twisted his body.

"Take at least one hit!!"

The spear lodged precisely in Albert's heart.

The spear penetrated his heart.

And his sword also reached Bael.

Something formless was still protecting him.

That's why he gripped his fading consciousness tightly and squeezed out all his remaining strength.

Then...

-Crash!!-

With that sound, the invisible shield was pierced.

Finally, his sword also reached Bael.

The sword pierced Bael's body.

Unfortunately, it wasn't the heart, but it definitely pierced through.

"Hahaha!! It worked...?"

He firmly grabbed Bael's body, which was bleeding profusely.

Then he uttered strange words:

"Please... I hope something good comes up at the end?"
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He muttered those words while staring into the empty void where nothing existed.

Then, for some inexplicable reason, he smiled despite the current situation.

"Haha..."
"You... you bastard...!!"

Bael hurriedly pulled out the spear embedded in his heart.

Then he swung the spear toward him once more.

He stretched out his left hand toward the incoming spear.

Bael's spear pierced through his left hand as if to make a point.

*Crack! Clatter!*

The two rings on his ring finger shattered and fell to the ground.

And from one of them—the ring shaped like a daisy—a faint smoke emerged and entered his body.

The smoke was clearly visible, its form distinct enough to be seen with the naked eye.

Yet no one there... saw that smoke.

Naturally, he collapsed without even seeing the face of the woman he loved.

"Such... lowly creature...!!"

Enraged, Bael shouted loudly and swung his spear wildly at the fallen man.

But those attacks ended up striking the blood-stained floor instead of him, thanks to someone who had suddenly appeared.

"Well... you certainly arrived at a troublesome time."

The Emperor, finally returned, stood proudly before Bael.

Then he spoke to her, who wore an expression like someone who had lost her country.

"Ally, gather him quickly. I don't have the luxury of time."

Only then did she regain her senses and rushed over to tend to him.

Blood was still flowing profusely, so she did her best to heal his wounds.

"Please... please...!"

She poured her divine power and sprinkled holy water.

But his wounds showed no signs of healing.

She caressed his pierced chest while shedding tiny tears.

At that moment...

*Thud!*

The mysterious smoke that had flowed from the broken ring enveloped his body.

Then, the abyss within him emerged from various parts of his body and covered him.

She just stared blankly at the scene.

"What on earth is this...?"

***

I opened my eyes in a place I never expected to be.

'Where is this...?'

It was an extremely familiar place, though the memories had become somewhat faded now.

I approached that place I hadn't visited in a long time—the place where she was buried.

'How long has it been? But... why am I here? Wasn't I dead?'

As that question formed in my mind, I noticed a young man kneeling beside me with his head bowed low.

'Who is this person?'

He was wearing the uniform of the Special Forces.

And... he felt incredibly familiar.

I stared at the young man blankly.

Then...

*Jolt!*

The young man suddenly stood up.

I froze momentarily when I saw his face.

The young man, with a face identical to mine, looked at me.

Then he smiled and spoke.

"That was pretty cool, what you did."
"Huh...?"
"But are you going to give up now?"
"Of course not..."

I didn't want to give up.

I wanted to get back up and give that bastard a taste of his own medicine.

Besides, I had acquired a decent skill.

But... I couldn't.

"But I died, didn't I?"
"That's true."
"Where is this? Hell? Heaven?"

Although I had died before, I didn't know what the afterlife was like.

So I couldn't tell if this was hell or heaven, or if they even existed at all.

Fortunately, this other me seemed to know the answer.

"It's neither. This is just a virtual space I created to keep you from going to the afterlife."
"You? Who are you to do something like that...?"
"It's a miracle. This isn't normally possible."

Miracle...

That was a welcome word.

If it was a miracle, perhaps it could help me escape this grim situation.

"Miracle... so I can go back?"
"Fortunately, you can, once your body is fixed."
"Who's fixing it? Ally?"
"No? I am."

He clearly said he was fixing me.

What exactly was he... to be able to do such things?

He kept smiling as if something was amusing him, even in this bleak situation.

I asked this unidentified person:

"But what exactly are you?"

He pointed at me.

"I am you. Strictly speaking, I'm a bit different, but it's not wrong to explain it that way."
"Does that make any sense?"
"That does make sense. What doesn't make sense is that we've met."

I couldn't understand what he was talking about.

Saying nonsensical things like 'I am you'... claiming he kept me from going to the afterlife...

So I decided not to try to understand.

"So, let's say I can go back. Can I win?"
"Win what? Against that guy?"

I nodded.

He spoke lightly, as if stating an obvious fact.

"Isn't it obvious? You might not know who you are, but you're quite remarkable."
"Me?"
"Yes, you! And me too!"

I still couldn't understand.

So I asked directly.

"Why? What am I?"
"Who knows?! You'll find out when you go back!"
"How unhelpful... Then send me back quickly, it's urgent."
"Don't worry, you're still alive. And it takes quite some time. Your heart was completely shattered, you know?"

He pointed to himself.

"It's difficult even for me. Of course, if this were real, I could do it instantly!"
"Why are you so excited?"
"How could I not be?! Meeting myself?! I've been synchronized before, but this is the first time this has happened!!"

He was truly like a child.

An excited child... It didn't fit the situation, but seeing him like that made me feel quite good.

"And you were really cool! Unlike before, this time you jumped right in and sacrificed yourself! And even landed a solid hit in the process!"

Gone was his earlier demeanor, replaced by pure innocence.

"I felt like I was watching a movie!! That's so me, I thought the same thing."
"What good does that do...? I lost."
"You haven't lost yet, not yet. You can do it."

My original confidence had disappeared.

But hearing him talk like this made me feel a bit better.

I had also gained a good skill.

"Yeah... I guess I can do it. I hope so."
"I'll help you. We can do it. Like we always have."
"I'm feeling a bit more energized..."

I didn't know exactly who he was or where he came from, and there was no way to find out.

Perhaps that's why his existence and the current situation felt suspicious and unsettling.

Still, his words gave me great comfort.

Of course, separately, I was curious about the situation over there.

"Do you know what's happening over there right now?"
"I do, in great detail."
"What's it like?"

He slowly closed his eyes.

Then he stepped right up to my face.

"Huh...?"
"Stay still."

His forehead moved closer to mine and eventually touched it.

Suddenly, the situation over there began playing in my mind like a video.

"...?"

Her, looking at me with confused eyes.

And the Emperor, who had arrived at some point, along with Lilith who was breathing heavily, both facing off against Bael.

"So he finally came."
"I was wondering when he'd show up, but he arrived right after you died?"
"That's unfortunate..."

Still, I couldn't blame him.

Just coming required tremendous courage from him.

In fact, he couldn't muster that courage back then.

Clearly, her presence had an overwhelming impact on him.

"If I had said such things back then, would he have returned?"
"Maybe?"
"That's ambiguous..."

It was a meaningless hypothetical, but I was curious.

If he had, would she have survived...?

"She wouldn't have died, right?"

Having these thoughts makes me resent the Emperor a bit.

But I had no right to feel that way.

After all, I couldn't defeat Bael either, and now I'm lying here like this.

"They won't last much longer."

Although the Emperor had returned, he couldn't stop Bael.

The spear's existence was too overwhelming, and the Emperor was still injured.

"Can't you do this any faster?"
"Wait, I'm going as fast as I can. And this is my first time doing this, so I'm not used to it..."
"Damn it..."

Resigned, I distanced myself from him.

As if by magic, my vision returned, and I looked at him still concentrating with his eyes closed.

Then I prayed. I didn't know who would listen, but I prayed anyway.

"Please... don't let it be too late."

***

The Emperor and Lilith were pathetically tossed aside by Bael's attack.

Unable to overcome the barrier of that immensely powerful weapon, they focused on maintaining their condition while buying time.

"Just stall for time. I have a good feeling about this."
"Feeling? What nonsense is that?"
"You don't need to know, Bael."

Bael's spear sliced through the air.

The perfect spear—not just in power but in speed and accuracy—targeted him.

He moved as much and as quickly as possible.

At the maximum speed he could muster.

"To think that someone who calls himself an emperor would run away! Have you abandoned your pride as well?"
"You abandoned your pride first."

Bael couldn't refute those words.

Instead, he only swung his spear more persistently.

"Tch... says the loser."
"Someday you'll end up like this too. Do you think you can stay that way forever?"
"I will be the strongest forever. Isn't that natural for the greatest disciple?!"

Shouting thus, Bael mercilessly threw the spear he was holding.

The spear cut through the air and eventually pierced the back of the fleeing man.

The Emperor, just like him earlier, coughed up blood and collapsed to the ground.

"If you had quietly accepted defeat, this wouldn't have happened."
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"Wouldn't it have been easier to just die? You truly are foolish."
"Ugh...!!"

The Emperor somehow managed to pull out the spear embedded in his back, then held it up.

However, as soon as he grasped it, the spear lost its distinctive glow.

"You lack the qualifications to wield it."
"As expected..."
"Hand it over immediately. That's an order."

Bael slowly advanced forward.

Like a lion sizing up its prey before the hunt.

The Emperor held the spear while maintaining a certain distance from Bael.

He continued to keep more than 10 meters between them, watching carefully just as Bael was doing.

"Do you really think you can escape with that?"

Bael was being careless.

He could have easily caught up if he wanted to, yet he chose not to.

But the Emperor couldn't blame him for that attitude.

"..."

He simply kept his mouth shut and tried to flee as best he could.

He was indeed the Emperor.

Yet now he was running away with his tail between his legs.

Surely he must hate this situation and feel utterly pathetic.

But he was doing the right thing.

Setting aside useless pride, he was doing what he could.

"There's a limit to how long I'll play along."

Bael pointed his finger toward him.

Magical energy began gathering at that point—a pitifully small amount compared to his original monstrous reserves.

Of course, it was still enough to accomplish his goal.

Bael fired off spells in the direction of the Emperor's movements.

Then he used [Swift] to close the distance in an instant.

"You're already in the palm of my hand."

Bael, gripping his spear, kicked the Emperor.

The spear returned to Bael's hand with ridiculous ease, and the Emperor was sent flying like a tree uprooted by a typhoon.

The spear regained its glow as soon as it returned to Bael's hand.

"Now die. Haven't you lived long enough?"

Bael thrust the spear toward the Emperor's neck.

It must have grazed him, as a thin line of bright blood trickled down his neck.

The Emperor closed his eyes as if accepting his death.

Seeing this, she immediately tried to rush toward him.

"You were arrogant. To think you could defeat me with such meager skills..."
"Shut up and kill him already. You talk too much."
"Shouldn't you at least leave some final words for your daughter?"

Despite conversing with Bael, the Emperor wasn't looking at him.

He was looking at someone who had finally appeared after making them wait for so long.

"Maybe I won't die after all."
"Do you really think that's possible in this situation?"
"Well, who knows?"

Angered by the Emperor's insufferably arrogant words, Bael moved to end his life for good.

However...

"You held out well."

With these words, a young man appeared and struck Bael with his fist.

The impact created a shockwave that sent Bael flying helplessly.

—CRASH!!—

Bael flew away with quite a commotion.

As Bael scraped along the ground and crashed into rocks, looking as pathetic as the Emperor had moments ago, the young man spoke to him.

"It's been a while, hasn't it?"

Nothing much had changed.

That punch was no different from his previous ones, except that it came unexpectedly.

Yet he seemed relaxed.

As if he were looking down from the heavens.

"How is this possible? That wound shouldn't have healed. How are you even alive?"
"You don't need to know."
"Tch..."

Bael dusted off his clothes and regained his composure.

Then he showed the most wicked expression imaginable.

"It doesn't matter. I don't know what method you used, but you're merely postponing your death by a few hours."
"That's just your opinion."
"Look at the situation. That loser, that traitor, and that woman are all in this state... What can you do alone? By yourself, you can do nothing."

Bael's words were right—or half right, to be precise.

It was true that everyone except the young man was in such poor condition they couldn't fight.

But saying he could do nothing was arrogance.

"Don't run your mouth when you know nothing."
"What?!"
"Didn't you just get a clear taste? The superiority of this weapon! The difference between you and me!!"

Instead of answering, the young man responded in the simplest way possible.

He used the final privilege he had gained at the brink of death.

"Now there is no difference. In fact, the advantage might be mine."

A disturbing abyss writhed in his hand.

The abyss soon coalesced into a single form.

It took the shape of a weapon from mythology, a divine armament.

"Seems like the tables have turned."

A pitch-black sword that seemed capable of devouring even light appeared in his hand.

The sword was equal to—no, superior to—Bael's spear.

"Now we're on more even ground, aren't we?"
"That weapon...? Why do you have that weapon? Who are you to be holding it?!"
"Don't be like that. It seems it was originally mine."
"Don't talk nonsense..."

Bael didn't believe his words.

He couldn't.

That sword, the one the young man was holding, was one he knew well—one he had seen many times before.

"That sword departed from this world with him...! It shouldn't exist anymore!"
"Do you recognize it now?"
"Of course I do! That sword... it belonged to my master..."
"Master?"

Indeed, he knew very little about Bael's past.

Why Bael hated humans, why he desired human extinction so desperately, how he had become so powerful...

He knew none of these things.

Unless Bael told him directly, there was no way to know.

"This sword belonged to your master?"
"Yes! It belonged to my one and only master! Hand it over immediately! It's not something a lowly being like you should handle!"
"Interesting."

Bael was so enraged that his face turned red as he breathed heavily.

The young man provoked him further.

"Why don't you take it yourself, if you want it so badly?"
"I was going to do that even without you suggesting it."

Pure anger filled his eyes.

This anger was different from before.

It was pure rage, on a completely different level from his hatred of humans or the humiliation of being wounded.

Bael swung his spear savagely, like someone consumed by that anger.

He was truly... out of his mind.

"How about calming down a bit?"

He was moving chaotically, like a monster commanded to take the sword from the young man, blindly following that order.

He moved erratically, unable to control his rage.

Yet his attacks remained precise and powerful.

The immense energy created when the young man's sword and Bael's spear collided shook heaven and earth.

"It's not completely overwhelming."

The young man seemed to have expected that, but the reality was quite different.

Still, he had definitely caught up considerably.

He immediately thrust the tip of his sword toward Bael's philtrum.

—CLANG!!—

Bael deflected the attack ostentatiously and swung his spear toward the young man's heart, just as before.

The young man gripped his sword with both hands and blocked Bael's spear.

—BOOM!! CRACK!!—

When the two weapons collided, each trying to establish dominance, the ground split as if hit by an earthquake, and loose stones were blown away like leaves in the wind.

Both fighters put all their strength into their weapons.

"Ugh...!"
"Give up! You cannot defeat me."
"For someone saying that... this seems pretty even, doesn't it?"

The two weapons maintained perfect balance, not tilting toward either side.

Naturally, neither of them was satisfied with this balance.

They both struggled desperately to tip the scales in their favor.

But the balance only became more steadfast, refusing to break.

"Damn it...!"

When the two forces reached their peak, they fortunately stopped.

They watched each other carefully while creating distance between them.

Trembling hands and a battlefield devastated as if by an earthquake.

Everything was dramatic.

It was like watching a scene from mythology.

"Be careful."

Their fierce clash continued.

They swung their weapons at each other without rest.

They remained fixated on victory, regardless of their injuries, depleted stamina, or drained magical energy.

Despite bleeding, sweating, and turning pale from exhausted magical energy, they didn't stop.

The young man fought madly to protect his loved ones, while Bael fought for his long-held dream.

They hit, got hit, fell, and rose again.

When Bael inadvertently dropped his weapon, he struck the young man's face with his bloodied fist instead.

—THUD!!—

The young man tensed his legs and withstood the attack.

Then, with a broad smile as if enjoying himself, he returned the favor by driving his fist into Bael's face.

—THUD!!—

Momentarily losing balance and staggering, Bael regained his grip on his weapon and muttered.

"Stubborn bastard..."
"That's my line... You should have given up by now."
"Why would I give up here... you fool."

They had clearly walked different paths.

Their goals, the methods they used to achieve them, and the beliefs they maintained were all different.

Yet they resembled each other in many ways.

They probably knew this too, though they would hate to admit it.

And the two continued to throw punches, each trying to prove they were right.

Their fists eventually met.

—BOOM!!—

They still refused to give up.
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As expected, those two were the hot potatoes of this battle.

But war is not some tiny event where just two people compete to see who's better.

Battles between the Kainis Empire and the Babylon Kingdom had occurred dozens, no... hundreds of times, and continued to conclude.

-Woong!! Kwakwakwakwang!!!-

It was just a single kick, but it split the ground and took dozens of lives.

Some mourned the deaths of their comrades, while others threw themselves at the perpetrator in rage.

But in the end, their fates were the same.

"How... how can we defeat something like that?"
"This isn't something people like us can handle..."

Those who had witnessed Solomon's strength with their own eyes knew the truth.

No matter how hard they tried or how much effort they put in... they could never capture that dragon.

Nevertheless, they fought for their country.

Even knowing they couldn't win, they swung their swords while harboring feelings of despair.

"Damn... this thing is ridiculously tough."

That complaint came from Kyle.

Unlike others' weapons, Kyle's sword could actually wound Solomon, but that was all it could do.

Solomon wasn't going to fall from such minor wounds and still stood firmly in place.

"How are we supposed to kill this thing?"

It was truly puzzling.

They had thrown every possible attack at it, but it wouldn't budge.

Frustrated by this fact, Kyle cut through the soldiers and headed toward Solomon, climbing onto its body.

Solomon released a massive amount of magical power to shake off the fly-like being clinging to its body.

-Woowoong!!-

Magical power incomparable to what Bael had released covered the battlefield.

Not only the soldiers surrounding Solomon but also the kingdom's troops and monsters collapsed under that magical power, with some even dying.

And of course, Kyle was thrown off Solomon.

A giant hand swiftly approached Kyle.

Kyle tried to dodge, but the hand was simply too massive.

"Ah... shit.."

-Kwakwakwakwang!!-

It was just a hand gesture, but the battlefield was devastated, and Kyle, taking the attack head-on, was sent flying.

Marco burst into laughter at the sight.

Kyle, who had flown precisely to where Amelia stood, let out a deep sigh.

"Can we actually defeat that thing?"
"I have no idea."
"Haah..."

Kyle got up from the ground while receiving treatment from nearby priests.

Then he looked not at the current battlefield but toward where they should be.

'I wonder how they're doing over there?'

He hadn't been able to check on them, having neither the means nor the leisure to do so.

In truth, the outcome over there was far more important than the result here.

Even with Solomon rampaging like this, they could still win if they somehow dealt with Bael.

"What do you think about the situation over there?"

To that question, Amelia gave a rather cold response.

"I'm sure they're handling it fine."

That was right.

More precisely, it was better to believe so.

No matter how difficult things might be over there, they couldn't offer any viable solutions in their current situation.

If they went over there recklessly, the main force might be breached, or they might not even be of much help.

"Hurry up and go stop that thing. This isn't the time to be slacking off."
"I know..."

Kyle, seeming somewhat sulky for some reason, headed back to the battlefield.

Watching his retreating figure made Amelia feel a bit sorry for him, but it couldn't be helped.

Marco told Kyle, who had returned, about the changes that had been occurring.

"Those guys, their movements have changed slightly."

From the beginning, they had focused all their efforts on breaking through this front line up to a certain point.

But at some moment, from the time a massive wave was felt from that direction, they had started moving somewhat defensively.

And they were positioning themselves to be able to move at any time.

"We need to stop them."

Kyle and Marco left Solomon behind and moved quickly.

They moved swiftly and soon stood before them.

Among them, a hideous old man with not an ounce of fat to be found spoke as if he had expected this.

"Get out of our way. We have somewhere to go."

The old man's name was Basago.

His eyes were quite different from others'.

His two eyes, shining like a night sky adorned with stars and the moon, were beautiful in a way that didn't match his appearance.

"I told you to get out of the way."
"Would you move if you were me?"

When Kyle retorted like that, a grotesque creature with a human upper body and a horse lower body stood before them.

Then it released a large amount of magical power toward the numerous corpses lying on the ground.

"Wake up, soldiers of the kingdom."

The corpses then rose from their places, emitting suspicious energy.

It felt like a dream.

But it was real.

"Everyone, move quickly. Didn't I tell you it was dangerous?"

The reanimated corpses swarmed Kyle and Marco.

Given their sheer numbers and the fact that they were by no means weak entities to begin with, Kyle and Marco couldn't immediately break through the horde.

Seeing this, the remaining executioners, except for the half-human half-beast man, moved past them toward their destination.

Marco, realizing they couldn't ignore this group, decided to target the man first.

Of course, that wasn't easy either...

"Kieeeeek!!!"
"Uwoooooh!!"

Strange sounds filled the air, and the terrible stench of rotting corpses vibrated from all directions.

The scene created by the reanimated monsters and soldiers was truly... enough to make one doubt reality.

Marco swung his sword at a giant monster that charged at him recklessly—a wolf-shaped monster that radiated intense heat in all directions.

The sword aimed for the monster's heart, and fortunately, it hit exactly where the heart was located. Blood that still remained poured from the split flesh, and the heart, which was already split in half, was now quartered.

However...

"Urrrgh..!!"

The monster didn't die, and instead, its teeth bit into Marco's shoulder.

"Aaaaargh..!!"

Hearing that scream, Kyle rushed over and somehow managed to pull it off, but bright blood was already streaming from Marco's shoulder.

The pain was dizzying, and Marco was trying his best to maintain consciousness.

"It's much... stronger than before."

While its defense might be similar, its strength was incomparable to when it was alive.

Normally, even if bitten, Marco's physique would have meant only a light wound, but this time he suffered a severe injury.

What's worse, there wasn't a single healer here.

"Don't try to follow them. It seems hard enough just dealing with these."
"Yeah..."

The one fortunate thing was that the person who had done this also seemed to have used too much magical power, as he was pale-faced and panting.

In such a state, he wouldn't be much help even if he went there.

'The ones who've already gone are the problem...'

While worrying about this, Kyle noticed some kids fearlessly following after them.

They took advantage of the moment when the corpses' attention was focused on Kyle and Marco to break through the horde relatively easily and head toward that place.

They weren't weak. In fact, they were much stronger than ordinary soldiers and had plenty of combat experience.

But whether they were strong enough to go there... that was uncertain.

"Those kids...!?"

He wanted to stop those reckless ones immediately, but now wasn't the time to think about such things. How could he worry about others when he was struggling to keep himself alive?

So he could only believe.

Believe that those children wouldn't become a burden... and that they would return alive.

***

In this situation that could only breed doubt, Ellin didn't just keep her doubts in her heart but expressed them aloud.

"Is this really right...?"

Without any other doubts, they were running hard toward where Albert would be.

The increasingly devastated ground as they went further and the increasingly clear violent waves they felt made this action even more questionable.

But they just kept moving forward.

"Um... excuse me?"
"Just follow me."

Reikle's voice was deadly serious, filled with sincerity.

Ellin doubted that sincerity.

"What can we... possibly do by going there?"
"Isn't that why we've been through all this trouble until now?"
"That's true, but..."
"Then just believe. Believe that we can do it."

It was truly a reckless action.

She wondered if going there would have any meaning, if it was even right to go, but she did want to go.

She felt she might regret it if she didn't go and something like last time happened... but she lacked the courage.

However, those words, though reckless, instilled a bit of courage in her.

She had known all along that it wasn't the right thing to do.

Yet her feet wouldn't stop.

Even now, she was moving toward that place, and she would continue to do so even after arriving.

If that was the case...

'I'll just have to believe, I guess...!'

There was nothing else to do but believe.
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The throbbing in my head and the convulsions in my arms and legs seemed to be screaming at me to stop. The metallic smell of blood filled my nostrils, and the magical energy surrounding me made it impossible to maintain my focus.

My increasingly ragged breathing and plummeting body temperature from magical depletion were disorienting both my body and mind.

I had managed to steal his [Heaven's Blessing] at the very last moment, which is why I was only in this state—otherwise, I would have already arrived in hell.

"Haa... Haa..."
"Are you alright?"

She had been maintaining an appropriate distance while protecting both the Emperor and me.

Once again, I was receiving her holy power, which was gradually washing away my pain, if only a little.

"This is truly despicable..."

Bael's situation wasn't much different from mine. If anything, it was worse, not better.

His body was also covered in wounds, and that distinctive energy that had once overflowed from him was nowhere to be felt.

I taunted him, who had become just as unsightly as I was.

"Are you going to die like that?"
"Silence! Do you think I, the Emperor, would die to the likes of you? I have yet to achieve my purpose!"
"The same goes for me!!"

I somehow managed to swing my weapon while dragging my frail body that seemed ready to collapse at any moment.

My sword strike was too straightforward, and Bael easily avoided it before swinging his spear toward my head.

My body wasn't responding properly anyway, so I couldn't dodge.

-Swoosh!!-

Instead, I grabbed the spear firmly.

It was further abusing my already aching body, but there was no more certain method.

The spear cleanly sliced through my hand, and the pain grew increasingly intense.

Still, the relief of having blocked the attack outweighed the pain.

I smiled with that relief and swung my sword again.

"Tch... Damn it!!"

Bael reacted just as I had—catching the weapon with his bare hands and enduring the appalling pain.

Both of us had lost much of our strength compared to before, so it wasn't completely unbearable, especially for me.

"Why don't you... give up now...?"

My stamina was already at rock bottom, but now the situation was truly dangerous.

Even the life force that had miraculously recovered was now depleted...

Yet I couldn't run away or avoid the current situation.

"You're at your limit too..."

Someone in a situation as bad as mine, or even worse, was right in front of me, so I couldn't give up despite facing the possibility of death.

Bael wasn't originally this kind of person. Far from risking his life in battle like this, he would typically flee when fights dragged on or pass the burden to his subordinates.

But this time was drastically different.

"Aren't you afraid...?"

He feared death more than anyone, which is why he always prioritized his own life.

Yet now, this same Bael was trying to kill me even while sustaining such massive injuries.

"Of course I'm afraid. That's natural. It's strange that you accept death so nonchalantly."
"Then..."
"But... this fight comes first right now."

Bael's eyes were filled with rage as he spoke.

Those anger-filled eyes continued to stare at me intensely.

Bael shouted with uncharacteristic urgency.

"You who have broken my pride must receive a fitting punishment...!!"
"What a pathetic reason."

Even as I thought this, I couldn't help but laugh at how perfectly it matched Bael's character.

I burst into laughter, and Bael looked at me with confusion.

"What's so funny? It might be a pathetic reason to the likes of you, but to me, it's of utmost importance."
"I'm just... worried about your future where you can't even fulfill such a modest wish."

The moment those words left my mouth, a tremendous force entered the spear that my hands were barely blocking.

I immediately let go and blocked his spear with my sword.

-Clang!!-

Bael continued his attack, undeterred.

His spear moved mercilessly and relentlessly.

Despite wielding his spear so rapidly, he was still imbuing it with formidable power.

"Being difficult... till the end."
"Finally acknowledging your end...!!?"

His spear, as excited as his attack, instantly pierced through even the magic spells materializing in the air and charged toward me.

If it were ordinary weapons, I could have simply consumed them with the abyss, but the situation was different this time.

'I can sense life force from the weapon itself... but it's not working.'

I tried releasing the abyss each time I clashed with the spear, but the abyss couldn't devour it—it couldn't even gradually erode it.

It was capable of being consumed, but I couldn't do it.

It was frustrating.

If only this had worked, I wouldn't have had to go through this ordeal...

Bael's attacks were increasingly choking me, and I couldn't hold out much longer.

At that moment... a thread of hope found me.

-Swoosh!!-

A sword flew from somewhere unknown, targeting Bael's head.

Bael dodged the suddenly flying sword and instinctively looked in the direction it had come from.

"What... what is that...?"

It must have been an absurd situation.

And that situation was... an unparalleled opportunity for me.

Bael realized this belatedly and quickly turned back around.

But my sword was already too close for him to do anything about it.

-Squelch!!-

My sword penetrated his steel-like skin and this time truly pierced his heart. His expression contorted far more severely than before...

That expression was quite a sight to behold.

However, I couldn't enjoy it for long because of those rushing behind Bael.

The white-haired old man who had rushed to protect the severely injured Bael swung his sword nimbly.

I pulled my sword out of his chest and stepped back.

"The main force shouldn't have finished yet, right?"

They were the Executioners.

If the main force battle had ended normally, other monsters or Solomon's side would have arrived first, not them.

But this time, only they had joined here, and their expressions looked quite urgent.

As if they knew he was in danger.

"Was there some special device?"

Even with Basago's eyes, it wasn't possible to see this far into the future, so there must have been some magical tool sharing the current status.

Though I'm not sure what it was...

"Your Majesty..! Are you alright..?!"

Basago used his remaining magical power to stop the bleeding.

Although his heart had been pierced, in that state, he wouldn't die.

That hole would be filled with magical power, preventing his condition from worsening further. Of course, assuming magical power continues to be supplied...

"Do you think I'll leave you alone?"

It was a bit ambiguous, admittedly.

Although they weren't in great shape either, they weren't as bad off as I was... But there was still a possibility.

The Executioners following Basago, and those children following behind the Executioners...

It was incredibly reckless, but in the current situation, it was an unavoidable hope.

'Will it work...'

Although I had such doubts, I couldn't give up.

How many people had been injured, killed, and suffered so far? Thinking about that, I had to end this at this good opportunity. Because I wasn't confident about facing Bael in the Demon King's Castle.

I gave a signal to those children, especially Reina, while holding the sword dripping with blood.

First, I needed to retrieve the sword that had just flown toward him, as it was Reina's.

'But... will she understand...?'

***

"What should we do now?"
"What else? We fight."

Despite saying that, everyone was hesitant to initiate the battle.

As they cautiously approached the area, Reina, who had received his gaze, used [Stealth].

"Suddenly? Where are you going?"
"Wait here, until we start first."
"But can't they see you?"
"If they could, Albert wouldn't have signaled me to come."

Reina firmly believed in Albert's command and moved forward without hesitation.

More precisely, she ran at full speed toward where her sword had fallen.

However...

"Did you think you wouldn't be detected?!!"

Basago chased after Reina with frightening momentum, somehow aware of her presence.

But someone reached Reina faster than Basago.

He returned her sword and pointed his own at Basago.

"You're a bit slow, aren't you?"

While Basago could see a few seconds into the future and move one step ahead, he was indeed slower than Albert.

Albert muttered in a voice just loud enough for Reina behind him to hear.

"Honestly... I'm not in good shape. You all need to do well."
"Oh..."
"And you just maintain distance while using [Stealth]."
"Huh...?"
"Just make it look like you're going in."
"Got it."

At first, she wasn't sure what he meant, but understanding the current situation made his intentions clear.

Among those Executioners, the only ones who posed a real threat were probably just Basago and Marvas.

"Amon can't leave from over there anyway."

Reina used [Stealth] again.

Then she moved in a direction different from both Albert and the children.

Normally, Basago would have followed Reina, but he couldn't.

"You're going to follow her, huh?"
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Despite his provocation, Basago remained in position. Thanks to that, Reina was also able to find a suitable spot.

Albert was looking roughly in the direction where Reina would be.

'Did she get there safely...?'

Contrary to Albert's worries, she was maintaining an appropriate distance as he had instructed.

Seeing this, Basago spoke to the executioners.

"All of you, don't leave your positions."

The three executioners, including Basago, were each looking in different directions.

Amon was watching Albert's direction, Basago was facing where Reina was, and Marbas was looking toward the others.

Albert spoke to the one who had switched places with Basago.

"Can you handle this alone?"

Unlike them, he appeared confident.

And for good reason—the person holding that sword was not someone that someone like Amon could easily stop.

The sword's pitch-black color, the overwhelming aura it emitted, and the snake-shaped pattern decorating its side reminded one of the founding myths of the two countries, just like Bael's spear.

"This situation is quite similar, except for the weapons we're holding."

Hearing those words, Bael bit his lip hard and stared at the sword that had pierced him.

Then he ordered his subordinate.

"Amon..."
"Yes, Your Majesty!"
"Don't infuse your shield with mana."
"What...?"
"When I say don't, then don't."

Trusting those words, Amon withdrew his mana. Seeing this, the man who had been watching carefully clicked his tongue.

"What a shame."

Then he approached Amon with a speed that suggested every second was precious.

Though the mana was gone, the shield remained massive.

Albert swung his sword with all his might at the shield, which was twice his size.

-CRASH!! BOOM BOOM!!-

His strength must have diminished, as the shield remained undamaged.

Instead, something positive happened elsewhere.

'I think we can win...'

The battle between Marbas and the others had begun.

Numerically, they had an overwhelming advantage, but it didn't feel particularly favorable.

And for good reason...

-THUD!! PAK PAK PAK!-

Marbas's punches were fast and powerful.

Moreover, thanks to her unique skill [Profound Camaraderie]—an upgraded version of Chris's own skill—they were even more so.

'That would apply to herself too...'

Thinking about it, Albert realized it could be dangerous.

With that thought, he tried to leave his position to join them.

However, a massive barrier suddenly appeared, blocking Albert's path.

"How annoying, setting up something like this..."

A barrier separating Albert from that direction. The barrier completely isolated the two spaces.

Judging by its scale, it didn't seem like it was created by just one person.

He struck the barrier forcefully.

-CRACK!!-

The barrier shook momentarily.

But that was all—no cracks or damage appeared.

"Pretty thorough, aren't they."

They must have known they were being followed.

Otherwise, they couldn't have prepared something of this scale...

Amon spoke to Albert, who was now effectively blocked.

"You probably won't be able to break through, it's a barrier made with mana accumulated over a long time."
"Seems that way."

It wasn't just a bluff—it truly seemed like an impenetrable barrier.

Moreover, Albert wasn't particularly skilled with mana, so he'd have to break it by force...

'This is going to take forever.'

Realizing this, he changed his objective.

"I guess I'll destroy that first, then."

He raised his sword. Then he stood before Amon again. With his sword held high, he brought it down against the shield.

The shield remained as sturdy as ever, unfazed by those few strikes, but he didn't stop after just a few attempts.

One strike became two, two became three, three became ten.

Just as Bael had done to him earlier, he swung his sword relentlessly.

-CRASH! BOOM BOOM!! CRACK!!-

It was exhausting.

He was already squeezing out what little strength he had left, but it seemed to have little effect, and his arms felt like they were about to fall off.

Sometimes he even took counterattacks and fell.

But he kept swinging his sword as if he was born to do just that.

"Huff... huff..."

Even as he breathed heavily, coughed up blood, and his arms convulsed.

***

"Right side...!!"

When Rachel shouted, Raycle looked to the right. A fist approaching his face came into view.

-THUD!!-

Though he took the punch head-on, Raycle endured it.

Then he threw a punch of his own, a punch that could create deep wounds just by making contact. But it didn't reach Marbas.

Instead, another fist came flying.

-THUD!!-

He had somehow endured the first one, but the second was too much.

With a nosebleed, Raycle collapsed to the ground. In his place, Chris rushed at her.

Chris's fist aimed for her head.

Marbas ducked to avoid the punch.

"For a healer, you're quite physically trained, aren't you?"

Then she drove her fist into Chris's abdomen.

-THUD!!-

Chris coughed up blood and hung his head. Seeing this, she smiled and withdrew her hand.

But for some reason, her hand wouldn't move, as if it was blocked by something. At the same time, she felt a chill.

"That hurts..."

Chris muttered, looking at her with faint madness in his eyes. That madness seemed to have given birth to strength.

His right hand, trembling with anger, struck her head.

-THUD!! CRACKLE!-

Simultaneously, a beam of light appeared and engulfed her.

That light, made of mana, hit her precisely along with Chris's fist.

"But... it doesn't seem to have done much?"

He had definitely landed a blow.

But she was still wearing that unpleasant smile. That smile deepened even more, and eventually she burst into laughter.

That laughter filled the battlefield.

"Hahaha!! This is more fun than I expected!! I thought you were just clueless kids."

After laughing for a while, she straightened her posture.

She looked like a snake eyeing its prey, a look that matched her attire perfectly, making them tense.

Using [Swift], she instantly appeared before them, grabbed the necks of the two, and slammed them to the ground.

-CRASH!!-

Briton, who had been standing in front, charged at her in anger, but he was no match for an executioner either.

With just a few punches, his [Invincible Rampart] was on the verge of breaking.

Of course, thanks to [Absolute Defense], he could hold out for quite some time.

Aelin and Rachel seized the opportunity and unleashed a barrage of spells.

"Tch...!"

Finally, she was forced to step back.

The two who had collapsed earlier were just barely getting up from the ground.

"Hey, you two, get behind me."
"We were just there...?"
"Why is she so fast?"

The two had definitely been behind Briton. She had broken through and gotten inside.

They couldn't even see her properly... they had every right to feel wronged.

"'She'? I have a proper name, you know?"
"Not particularly interested, actually?"

Chris's response was rather bold.

She was still looking at them as if they were children, and then she said something that didn't quite fit the situation.

"Then I'll make you interested. You'd better be careful."

Once again, she was the one to approach them first.

And once again, her fist led the way.

***

Unlike the other two locations, these two were still just watching each other.

Realizing that [Stealth] wasn't working, Reina had already deactivated it and revealed herself. Yet there was no progress in their confrontation.

'I can't see an opening...'

From Reina's perspective, it was due to the overwhelming difference in strength and ability...

'If I lose here...'

From Basago's perspective, it was because of the person behind him.

So neither of them could take any decisive action.

Reina looked at him and Bael behind him, who was in a similar situation to herself.

'I need to do something...'

Looking elsewhere, both sides seemed to be in similar situations with no end in sight.

This made her anxious. Albert had told her to just maintain distance, but she was conflicted.

'Maybe I could do it?'

She had those eyes that could make the impossible possible.

But that was all. He seemed quite skilled with magic... but magic could be dodged. As she was pondering this, Raycle's earlier words flashed through her mind.

-Just believe, you can do it.-

After already doing something so reckless, was there any point in hesitating now? The fundamental question arose. And the answer was, of course...

"No."

That simple and clear answer gave her courage.

We were already acting incredibly recklessly, so what was there to worry about now...

Realizing this, Reina gripped her sword tightly.

"Do you have a death wish?"

Ignoring the old man's nonsense, Reina activated [Swift] and charged toward him.
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In the distance, two people were swinging swords and throwing punches at each other.

Though there was clearly a significant difference in their energy levels, being in close combat meant the gap wasn't that pronounced.

However, the sight was truly...

"Unbelievable..."

If Basago had attacked first, I would have understood, but reality was different.

The person who first threatened the opponent in this battle wasn't Basago, but Reina.

'She really doesn't listen...'

Right now, I was genuinely annoyed. But thinking about it again, I realized it might not be so bad after all.

'If they had listened to me, wouldn't I be dead by now?'

Along with that possibility...

'If she wins... that would be amazing.'

If Reina defeated him, this terrible situation could end.

As my head filled with such thoughts, a pitch-black shield suddenly appeared and struck my head hard.

-BANG!!-

The loud noise and pain spreading from my head throughout my body jolted me back to awareness.

'Ah... I'm in the middle of a battle.'

Watching those two fight, I had momentarily forgotten about this guy's existence.

And he didn't seem to appreciate that fact.

"Getting distracted? Right in front of me?"

He looked quite angry, though even so, he wasn't particularly threatening.

Despite his strong shield, he was just a shield bearer, and he had to protect Bael anyway.

'That looks a bit dangerous though...'

In contrast, the situation over there seemed quite perilous.

The clashing swords and the contorted expressions of the two fighters elevated my mood. I immediately ran toward them, leaving Amon behind.

Well... he followed, but there was no way someone like him could keep up with me.

However...

-CRASH!!-

I slammed my head hard into something blocking my path.

I must be quite the fool to only now realize the existence of a barrier.

"Ah..."

I quickly filled the sword in my hand with abyss energy.

As the abyss revealed itself, I gave it one command.

"Break through this! Just a little! Just a tiny bit!!"
-ROAR!!-
"Really just a little! Just enough for you to fit through!"

When I shouted like that, the abyss truly created a small hole, just big enough for the sword to pass through.

"To have such control... you're better than your master."

At that bland joke, the abyss trembled with joy, but quickly composed itself.

In that moment, a single sword advanced toward Reina, and I focused my gaze on it.

Then I threw the sword I was holding with all my might.

-WHOOSH!!-

***

Basago gestured toward Reina, who was charging recklessly without understanding the danger. Deep magical energy gathered in his hand.

-WHIRR!!-

The magical energy combined into a single orb. That orb flew toward Reina with an eerie, quiet noise.

Though small, if she were to be hit by it, she would surely pay the price for her reckless actions. That's why Reina tried her best to avoid it.

The [Explosion Magic] that instantly reached right in front of Reina's nose—she ducked as low as she could.

The magical orb skillfully avoided Reina and eventually embedded itself in the ground.

-BOOM!!-

The shockwave from the explosion pushed Reina's body forward, forcing her to approach him.

Basago swung his sword with a strange expression, as if he had anticipated this.

"Ugh..!"

Reina quickly regained her balance and swung her sword toward his blade that had come right up to her face.

The swords collided, and they found themselves in a situation where they had to determine superiority.

"Mister... you're a bit weak, aren't you?"

For a magician, his strength was unbelievably good. But it was certainly no match for Reina's.

Gradually, the two swords were moving toward his side.

At that moment, Basago took a highly risky gamble.

-SNAP!-

Hastily, far too hastily, Basago let go of his sword.

Reina, who had been exerting all her strength, couldn't help but lurch forward.

"Huh...?"

Basago swung his sword toward the confused girl.

The tactic was risky, but perfect. It actually unfolded exactly as he had planned.

But there was one variable.

At that moment, a sword flew in from the distance—clearly the sword that the little brat had been holding—and collided with his blade.

-CLANG!!-

He had only been looking at the future of the woman before him, not his own future, nor the future of that brat.

He had been caught off guard.

He had let his guard down, thinking the barrier would protect him.

His sword fell powerlessly to the ground along with Albert's.

Reina immediately activated her unique skill.

-WOOOONG!!-

He had certainly been seeing the future.

He clearly knew the future where that sword would target him soon.

Yet he couldn't avoid it.

-TZZZZZ!!-

A sword enveloped in brilliant light.

Reina's sword was literally as swift as lightning; that light, like a bolt of lightning, engulfed Basago.

-SLASH!!-

The light cut through him, and his body was separated into upper and lower halves.

No longer able to walk, he fell to the ground, screaming.

"AAAAARGH...!!!"

Screams echoed across the battlefield.

Reina thrust her sword into the source of those screams.

-SQUELCH!!-

He writhed even more.

Reina, having no choice, squinted her eyes and aimed higher, thrusting her sword in again.

"AAARGH..!"

The scream was cut short, and the small remaining spark of life was extinguished.

Though an enemy, she had killed a person. But she felt nothing special. She even felt a sense of satisfaction.

Now she felt a bit more like Albert.

"Hey...! Stop slacking off and help me out! Bring my sword too."

His shout came from far away; he was currently dodging the shield bearer who was targeting him.

Reina picked up his sword that had fallen near her.

-ROOOAR!!!-

At that moment, a deep, profound abyss appeared before Reina's eyes.

That abyss took the form of a person.

Somehow similar to Albert... and also similar to Bael, this being suddenly came to Reina.

It was so dark that nothing else could be seen except for it.

"KYAAAAH...!!!"

Startled, Reina let go of the sword.

As her vision returned... Reina grabbed her trembling right hand.

Whatever it was, she didn't think she could pick up the sword again.

"What's wrong?! It's urgent! Hurry!"

For some reason, he was rushing her. Even though it didn't seem like such an urgent situation.

But whenever he hurried like that, there was always a reason.

So Reina squinted her eyes and grabbed the sword again.

"Ugh..!"

Then she slowly opened her closed eyes.

However... unlike before, Reina's vision was perfectly normal.

"Oh... it's fine..."

Relieved, Reina lifted the sword.

She thought it would be light since it wasn't a particularly large sword. And Albert had been carrying it so easily.

That should have been the case, but...

"Why is this so heavy...?"

Forget lifting it—even dragging it was difficult.

Still, it wasn't impossible, so she somehow managed to drag it toward him.

Something was strange...

There shouldn't be much difference in pure strength between her and Albert, yet it was this heavy.

Reina asked him, who was giving her a look as if wondering what she was doing.

"Is this always this heavy?"
"This isn't the time for jokes, you know?"
"I'm serious, it's really heavy!"
"Ah... really..."

He seemed to have realized something, but he didn't express it out loud.

So Reina had no choice but to continue dragging it.

As she was slowly approaching him...

A strange energy was felt from the distance.

It was a very familiar energy, one she had definitely felt somewhere before... but it was not at all welcome.

Rather, it was a rough energy that made her whole body shiver.

Reina hurried.

She used every ounce of strength she could muster to transport the sword.

'Just a little faster...!'

***

This is bad.

And not just a little bad. Usually, the personnel here could handle it, but... this wasn't an ordinary opponent.

'I need to kill that thing quickly...'

If only Bael dies, everything would somehow work out.

But right now, I had nothing in my hands. Of course, Reina was bringing it, but... she's slow.

Since she's carrying it instead of me, it seems the penalty is being applied...

"Aren't you too slow?"
"This is the best I can do!!"

Seeing her red face and hands, it didn't seem like she was lying.

Given the situation, Amon no longer tried to hit me while pushing himself. Instead, he was looking at us with an expression that said "you're all screwed."

How annoying that look was... I wanted to smack his head.

'And it's incredibly fast.'

A single energy flying toward us at tremendous speed.

She too had detected that energy long ago; the Empress had left Lilith and was running toward us.

Of course, she was blocked by the barrier...

"Um... Albert!!"
"I know."

I let out an empty laugh with those words.

"Here! But what kind of energy is this? Why are you laughing?"

She finally arrived.

Both Reina and... that monster.

An enormous life form that descended here, spreading its massive wings for all to see.

With a body larger than most castles and a sturdy stake that could crush bones with a single hit, plus the mass of magical energy emanating from its core that resembled a volcano.

I picked up the sword that had finally arrived and spoke while looking at that thing.

"Can't it shoot a breath attack?"

But seeing the magical energy gradually taking form and concentrating in one place, I realized I had asked a pointless question.

Cold sweat was streaming down my forehead, and the same was true for the others.

I raised the sword filled with abyss energy toward that brutish life form.

Then I asked the two terrified people:

"Choose one of two: either run away or stand behind me."
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Despite the considerable distance, the large sphere was clearly visible.

It was different from what I had known.

"Didn't you say it couldn't shoot?"

That's definitely how I remembered it.

Even the most recent time I saw it, the dragon hadn't fired its breath.

Yet that majestic figure was undoubtedly the dragon I knew.

"Well...! More importantly, soon...!"

Magical power was gathering exponentially.

The rate of increase was reaching its limit. Just looking at it, it seemed like something one could dodge if they tried.

However...

'What's the point of surviving alone...'

If I did that, I'd be the only one to live. Such an ending would be meaningless.

I asked the girl who was anxiously shifting her feet behind me.

"Is it okay if I don't run away?"
"That's what I should be asking... Because of me..."
"If you know that, why not at least set up a barrier?"

I wasn't sure how effective it would be, but dispersing the power couldn't hurt.

"That would be better, right?"
-Groar!!-
"You don't mind?"
-Groar!-

But barriers were already being deployed.

A cascade of barriers extending from Solomon's position all the way to here—it seemed some magical power had remained.

"You still have quite a bit of magic left?"
"Can't you see this? I just received it..."

She pointed at the empty bottle in her hand, puffing her cheeks.

As if she felt wronged.

Of course, I wasn't doubting or scolding her.

"I'm just glad there's some left."

Having something was better than nothing.

Though whether it would block the attack or not was another matter entirely...

I spoke to our last hope.

"Can you block that?"
-Groar! Groar!-

As always, he showed an inappropriately bright demeanor.

Seeing him like that somehow reassured me too.

"That's good then..."
"Here it comes...! For real!"

The massive form in the distance didn't even feel distant.

Beside it, Bael, who had regained his vitality, was smiling.

And behind that, much further back, stood a massive mountain.

Looking at its middle section gave me some relief.

'Still need to survive...'

Just as that thought crossed my mind...

A blinding radiance like a star's explosion filled my vision.

-BOOM!!!-

All those barriers were torn like paper, and the light was approaching us rapidly.

The dragon's might easily pierced through her magic and their barriers.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Nothing was visible.

Yet it wasn't dark at all.

'I want to live.'

To survive, I swung darkness toward that light.

***

"Hahaha!! After gloating about winning with cheap tricks, now look at you..."

Bael couldn't finish his sentence.

That light was definitely the dragon's breath—something even he... even the legendary angels couldn't block.

But now...

"How is this possible..."

The darkness springing from his sword was responding to the light, gradually advancing forward.

The sight, though he hated to admit it... was beautiful.

Desperately fighting to survive and ultimately achieving something far beyond human capability... it was too beautiful to be called human.

Though an enemy, he had to acknowledge someone accomplishing what even he couldn't.

"Truly... you exceed my expectations."
-Whoosh!!-

As soon as he finished speaking, an arrow flew toward the back of his head.

An arrow traveling at considerable speed, on an unexpected trajectory... but Bael immediately ducked.

-Whoosh!!-

The arrow cut through empty air and eventually plummeted to the ground in a parabolic arc.

Bael smiled as he watched the arrow's final descent.

Feeling reassured, he turned back to look at that person.

At that moment...

-Thunk!!!-

A sword flying from the front pierced between his head and torso, cleaving the sky.

His body lost balance and collapsed to the ground, while his head rolled away.

What little life force remained converged to almost zero, and the blood that burst forth soaked the surroundings.

Yet he was still alive.

"Huff...! Huff..!"

Even now, if someone handled it well like before, he might somehow survive.

However...

"Well, what do we have here?"

The person standing before him—or more precisely, before his head—was a young man from the Empire.

A young man who harbored deep resentment against him...

"Have you ever seen someone who looks like me?"

The questioner's mouth was smiling, but his eyes were not.

Unlike his wide smile, his eyes didn't allow even a moment's blink.

"Huff..! I... I'm not sure? I know many people..."

His voice trembled.

Yet he still didn't release his sword; rather, he gripped it even tighter.

The young man brought his sword right up to his eyes and said:

"You know. Don't pretend you don't."

He had claimed ignorance, but he knew.

Who the young man resembled, and by whose hand that person had died.

And the young man was certain he was lying.

That fact revealed his future.

Bael asked, seemingly resigned:

"Will anything change if I tell you...?"
"No, it won't."
"Then just kill me... without any unnecessary actions."

He had tried his best.

He had done all he could, and even if he went back in time, he wouldn't do better than this.

Realizing that made him laugh.

"Hahaha..! Hahahaha!"

It was just funny.

The current situation, the future ahead, and his own pathetic state.

It was all too amusing.

Compared to that brilliantly shining person, his own figure was infinitely shabby and pitiful... it was laughable.

Where did it go wrong? How did it come to this?... Why?

Such questions... it was finally time to answer them.

In his final moments, he uttered words he never thought he'd say:

"Perhaps I was the inferior one all along..."

***

Aside from my weakened legs and uncontrollably trembling body, my hands were empty.

In this situation, a god stood before us.

"Haha... this is fucking interesting..."
-Thud! Thud! Thud!-

With each step, the vibrations made my body tremble even more.

It was on a completely different level from any trembling I'd felt before.

I asked Reina, who was in a somewhat more normal state:

"Hey... can't you carry us and run?"
"Is that even—"
-Thud!-
"—possible, do you think?"

Despite her weak words, Reina moved immediately.

It seemed she still had enough strength to carry us.

Reina held me with her left hand and the girl with her right, running with all her might.

"Ah...! Really...! When is our team coming?!"

We ran and ran.

But those footsteps didn't last long.

Reina, who had been running well, suddenly stopped. However, I couldn't disagree with her action.

Solomon appeared before us, flapping his massive wings, and Reina couldn't close her mouth at the sight.

The winds created by his wing beats were quite refreshing.

I thought to myself:

'That's a relief...'

Now, no markings remained on the dragon's body.

The dark aura that had been perceptible until just now had completely disappeared, and now he displayed his original majestic appearance as the Dragon King.

-I apologize... humans, how can I ever repay this debt and gratitude...-

Solomon seemed to have regained his senses.

That appearance also signified Bael's death, which brought a sigh of relief. It was a bit disappointing not to witness directly what I had so desperately wanted, but it was enough.

Solomon, freed from [Mind Control], seemed like someone we could reason with.

I made a request:

"For now... please end this war."

It was an absurd request, but he could do it.

More than enough.

And indeed, he crossed the sky to fulfill that request.

Seeing that, I finally began to feel the reality of it all.

"Ah... it's over."
"You know that's a flag, right?"
"It really is over, for real..."

It had to be over; there was no other possibility.

After all...

"Taking a hit like that, he has to be dead."

A sword without the abyss but containing my final strength.

There was no way he could survive taking that head-on. Not unless heaven had abandoned us.

"Now I can finally rest comfortably..."

I stretched out my arms and legs for the first time in a long while.

Normally, such a hard and uneven ground would be uncomfortable, but ironically, it felt comfortable.

To be honest, it might have been the most comfortable ground since my regression.

I savored that comfort with my entire body.

"It's more anticlimactic than I thought."
"You can't even move on your own, yet you say..."
"I think I can move?"

Perhaps because it was too comfortable, I forgot about the fatigue accumulated in my body.

So, not knowing my limits, I tried to get up on my own.

"Ah..."

My arms and legs, which wouldn't move no matter what, seemed to be ordering me to just lie down.

So I listened.

With Solomon gone, my help wouldn't be needed at all, and even if I wanted to, I couldn't do anything now.

Of course, those reasons were just superficial, and the real reason...

"It's over."

That was the true reason.
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The End...

It was something I had always wished for, but it felt very awkward. Unfamiliar and distant.

And it still felt the same way now that these words had come true. Rather than joy at the arrival of the end, my first reaction was doubt... Is this really the end?

I was suspicious and worried.

But at that moment... a warm touch enveloped my hand.

'It's warm...'

This warmth, which I hadn't felt in a very long time, was like the sunlight of spring.

That warmth relieved the doubt that had gripped my heart and filled its place with certainty.

Instead of doubts like "What if this isn't the end?"...

'If it's not the end... we'll face it together. And we're more than capable of doing that.'

That kind of certainty.

I expressed my gratitude to her.

"Thank you..."

I had always been doing reckless things, but she had always stayed by my side.

She believed in me and followed me.

I was grateful to her in a different way than before.

She seemed to be feeling better now, as she raised herself up while still holding my hand.

"No need to thank me. I should be the one thanking you. Without Albert, we would have been destroyed long ago, wouldn't we?"
"Is that so..."
"Of course."

I couldn't quite believe or disbelieve her words, but she seemed quite sincere when she said them.

It made her words feel so real.

'I might as well accept it...'

Whether it was true or false, I chose to think of it in a positive light.

That my role had indeed been significant.

And the world would think so too.

***

And so, the long-awaited end of the war arrived, and the world welcomed peace.

The peace that came after such a long period began to heal the world's wounds little by little.

However, everyone was just as busy as before. Repair work on shattered structures was in full swing, and funerals for the fallen were actively taking place.

'I'm glad everyone is alive...'

Despite such a massive war, the only funeral I had attended was the Empress's.

It was truly miraculous.

This had hardly ever happened before.

And the low casualty count wasn't just among the soldiers. The sight of the numerous people gathered here today seemed to prove that.

'More than I expected...'

With so many voices reaching my ears, hearing their words made me feel a bit... embarrassed.

"Grand Duke Veros!! Thank you for protecting our country!!!"
"Thank you!!"
"Is that him?"
"He's a hero, a hero. Should we call him a brave warrior since he killed the Demon King?"

I hadn't had many occasions to appear before the public before, so I didn't realize, but they were more grateful to me than I had thought.

They were praising me with grand titles like hero... brave warrior... and such.

Besides, I wasn't even the one who directly killed Bael.

"A brave warrior... everyone's exaggerating too much."

It was true, but it felt a bit off when he said it like that.

Especially coming from someone who didn't seem to have done much.

So I ended up acknowledging it.

"It's not exactly wrong, is it? Nothing strange about it."
"Tch... so shameless... shameless but..."

After that, he couldn't say much else.

Still, he seemed to acknowledge it to some extent.

And I could tell he didn't want to argue with me today of all days.

That made sense, since today was a rather special day.

'Finally, that day has come.'

This was the second time I'd felt this feeling.

The first time, I was so excited that my heart was racing, and my tension was so high that I made a big fuss, but today was completely different.

I felt content and proud.

It was somewhat... similar to how an emperor might feel.

Unlike me, Elin, who seemed excited, spoke up.

"Like that person said earlier, you're now the Grand Duke?"
"Not yet. And if you were going to call me that, you should have done so earlier."

After all, right now I was just her lover.

We weren't even engaged yet, let alone married. Though of course... that would happen soon.

Elin was curious about how soon that "soon" would be.

"That's true... so when are you going to do it?"
"Do what?"
"Get married, or at least engaged."
"Engagement... probably not? It's a bit late for that. If we were going to do it, we should have done it earlier."
"So straight to marriage!?"

She seemed too excited, given the occasion.

Normally, I might have given her a light smack, but not today. There were too many eyes watching, and I wasn't in the mood.

So I settled for a mild scolding.

"Keep it down, it's about to start."

As the announced time approached, she and the Emperor made their appearance.

The two were having various conversations in a place not visible to the citizens.

I wasn't particularly curious, but this guy...

"What do you think they're talking about? Aren't you curious?"
"Could you be quiet? It's noisy."

The coronation began shortly after.

First, the Emperor appeared before the public. He still had bandages on his left hand, but his condition seemed much improved.

Still wearing his crown, he addressed his people.

"My people, it has been quite a while. Did you watch the recent battle well?"
"Yes!! Of course!!!"
"You were amazing, Your Majesty!!"

He was amazing, indeed.

That person seemed sincere, but the Emperor himself didn't think so at all.

"Amazing? No... my inadequacies were blatantly exposed in this battle. You all already know the result."

When he said this, the previously noisy crowd fell eerily silent.

Watching this scene made my heart ache.

What happened was due to my inadequacies, not his, yet he was blaming himself.

However, contrary to my expectations, his face wasn't dark at all.

Rather, he seemed to be wearing a bright smile.

"Don't be so sad. Sacrifices in war are inevitable."

The way he visibly shook off that sadness was truly... admirable.

He had become someone who embodied the title of Emperor more than anyone else, but... now he was no longer the Emperor.

"And... do you remember what I said before? That as soon as my child was ready to shoulder the burden of this country, I would immediately! hand over the position."

When he said this, the people were convinced their predictions were correct.

Honestly... it was a bit early.

The aftermath of the war still lingered, and she was... still young.

But she was ready to shoulder the burden of this country.

"How has the Crown Princess appeared to you all this time? I don't know what you think, but I was extremely proud. Even in situations where I had given up, she never showed fear... I couldn't help but admire her."

She blushed at the continued praise, looking too adorable to be believed as the emperor of a country.

She was looking at her father, listening intently to his voice.

"Seeing her, I realized that the time had come. That is also why I called you all here today."

Though he hadn't explicitly announced it as a coronation, everyone probably already knew.

And they were waiting for their new Emperor.

The Emperor turned around.

And there she was, stepping forward one step at a time. In her golden dress, she looked like an angel.

Her pure white hair matched perfectly with her dress, and her visibly nervous expression made her both elegant and adorable at the same time.

She stood before them with a look that, I couldn't help thinking, I wanted to keep all to myself.

-Waaaaaah!!-
-Clap clap clap clap!-
"Big sister! You're beautiful!!"
"Grand Duke Veros should pay five times the taxes, seriously..."
"He's going to be royalty now, what taxes..."

The citizens couldn't help but admire her appearance. She certainly had that kind of impact.

By the way, five times the taxes... what a ridiculous thing to say.

Regardless, the coronation continued.

The Emperor removed the crown he was wearing.

"I, Reinhardt Michael, step down from the position of Emperor as of today."

Some were disappointed by this fact, but more people were not.

Clearly, their expectations outweighed their regrets.

"Furthermore, I appoint Elizabeth Michael as the new Emperor."

The Emperor placed the crown he was holding on his daughter, the new Emperor.

This was met with cheers and applause from countless people.

-Waaaaaaaaah!!!-
-Clap clap clap clap clap!!-

Wearing the crown, she looked at her people.

Then slowly, carefully, she began to speak.

"As you all know, I am still an incomplete leader with many shortcomings. But! I will absolutely keep this one promise."

Her voice, tone, expression.

Everything about her embodied the image of a solemn leader. She claimed to be lacking, but the reality was far from it.

"The peace we've gained from this war—I will protect it no matter what happens."
-Waaaaaaaaah!!-
"Amazing!!"
"And......"

She was very serious and solemn, but to my eyes, she was just adorable.

I should probably fix that perspective... but it wasn't as easy as I thought.

'Peace... it would be nice if we could protect it.'

And with her, we could protect it.

If we continued to trust each other and move forward as we had done so far, it was more than possible.

As she entered the castle amid the enthusiastic cheers of her people, she was sweating profusely.

I handed her a handkerchief.

And then I said:

"Congratulations, Your Majesty."
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It wasn't the majestic emperor figure from that time that only I knew, but I was satisfied nonetheless.

She wiped away her sweat drops with the handkerchief she had received.

Then she said:

"It's all thanks to Albert. But... this is more nerve-wracking than I expected."
"That's because it's your first time."
"I suppose so, right?"

I nodded.

Just as our private conversation was flowing smoothly, an uninvited guest approached us.

This guest had quite abundant reactions, to the point of being excessive...

"Sis! Ah... no, now I should call you Imperial Maj—"
"Just call me 'sis' as usual."
"Yes, sis. You look absolutely beautiful today!!"

Only one more person had joined, yet it became incomparably noisier than before.

"You two talk. I'll come back later."

So I stepped outside for a while.

Though it was bustling with many people, since they couldn't enter this area, it wasn't too noisy.

I took a walk around the castle after a long time.

I walked slowly, listening to the clear chirping of birds and watching the gradually setting sun. Focusing on my breathing as I walked, time passed rather quickly.

After walking for about 30 minutes like that,

My footsteps stopped in front of a certain grave.

'Hmm...'

This wasn't originally here.

As far as I knew, it used to be a bit closer to the mountain, but ironically, it was here now.

Reminiscent of someone's grave...

I approached the tombstone in front of the grave.

"It would have been better if you were still alive..."

It was all meaningless at this point, but I couldn't help doing it.

'If I had realized the meaning of that shadow earlier... could I have saved you?'

That kind of regret.

But such regret quickly disappeared. I asked him, who had somehow found his way here:

"You're truly remarkable."
"What do you mean by that?"
"I mean your mental strength is impressive."
"Suddenly? That's quite random..."

He stood in front of the tombstone.

That is, beside me.

Then he looked at the grave with eyes that would be a lie to say held no emotion.

However, that emotion was certainly not strong.

"It's all thanks to you. If it weren't for you, I would have been stuck there until the end of the war, wouldn't I?"
"You flatter me."
"And your mental strength is more impressive than mine."

I couldn't agree with those words.

Well...

"For someone with such strength, I was always here like this."
"Is that related to those words too?"
"Which words do you mean?"
"The words that in a future without me, there would be no Elly either."

He was confident.

And that confidence was the truth.

"That's right. I couldn't overcome it no matter what anyone said."
"Hearing that... makes me feel a bit sorry."
"You don't need to be. It was simply my own inadequacy."

At some point, he had taken his eyes off the grave and was looking at me.

With an expression that seemed overflowing with questions.

"Did you... come back to the past just for Elly?"
"Well... that's right."
"How?"
"That's a secret."

In truth, there wasn't much of a secret since I didn't know exactly either, so I couldn't explain it.

'Come to think of it...'

I think that's what was written in the message that appeared before me back then.

[Heaven's Blessing]... something like that.

Of course, I couldn't see it clearly, so I'm not certain...

"That's impressive in its own way."
"It's all heaven's will."
"Such religious words... quite unexpected from you."
"I don't believe in God. I believe in my own wishes."

Those skills probably weren't given by God either.

Just... one's wishes manifesting in their own ways.

The world subtly values heart and emotions, after all.

"But don't you feel regretful?"
"Hm? Are you referring to the emperor's position? If so, not at all. I've done it for quite a while, and now I just want to rest."
"With the heir now qualified as well..."
"That's right."

I understood his feelings.

With both body and mind already wounded and hurt, that much rest wasn't a choice but a necessity.

Trying to do more would be greedy.

He spoke with a noticeably more relaxed tone:

"Rather, I want to ask you something. Don't you feel regretful?"
"What do you mean?"
"With your abilities, you could have become emperor yourself."
"Wouldn't I need to stage a coup for that...?"
"Isn't that common? Betraying loved ones after being blinded by power."

Looking through human history, it's surprisingly common.

It happened several times in the Kainis Empire too... But I thought perhaps that's something one could only do if they didn't truly love.

How could someone do such a thing if they truly loved?

"I don't need that at all. And if I were that kind of person, I wouldn't be here in the first place."

It was nonsensical from the beginning.

And it seemed like he knew that when he brought it up. Almost like a joke...

It was unexpected.

"Besides, I'm not cut out to be a leader. I'm just a mere swordsman."

And I'm satisfied with that.

No matter what anyone says, I'm more suited to be a soldier protecting leaders than a leader myself.

My life has proven that.

"I should head back now."

The sun was gradually setting.

I hadn't planned to spend this much time, but it ended up this way. I needed to return quickly as our appointment time was approaching.

I headed back with him to what must now be a busy place preparing for the party.

***

The party held at the castle after the coronation was a celebration for the birth of the new emperor.

Many royals and nobles participated in the party, and naturally, the protagonist was she who had finally become the new emperor today.

However, her expression wasn't particularly bright.

The first to speak was a noble from the Orion Kingdom.

"Your Majesty Elizabeth, congratulations. The dress suits you wonderfully. It's like a painting!"
"Ah, yes... thank you."

Following that noble, the next to speak was her former classmate from the academy.

Even back then, they had tried to become close, but it hadn't worked out well.

"You seem to have become even more beautiful than when I saw you at the academy."
"You also seem to have become much more handsome than back then, haha..."

Her expression, while smiling as she continued conversations to please the nobles from various countries, wasn't bright at all.

She wanted to stop right away but didn't out of consideration for the other party.

"It must be difficult right after the war. Are you alright? The accumulated fatigue must be considerable..."
"I'm fine. There's someone who takes care of that for me."
"Someone who takes care...?"

One person came to mind for those nobles.

As he approached in his neat formal attire, those who had been constantly by her side quickly departed as if they had never been there.

He looked at those nobles and asked her:

"Why are they like that? Running away like that..."
"They have their reasons."

As soon as Albert appeared at the banquet, her expression regained its vitality.

With a bright smile unlike before, she gently took his hand.

"Stay like this with me until the party ends."
"Yes, Your Majesty. I shall obey your command."
"Could you... not do that?"
"Understood."
"The formal speech too."

She tried her best not to be separated from him during the party.

And for good reason...

"Are they not approaching because of me?"

After she started walking around with him, no one except those who were quite close approached to speak.

Some people even deliberately avoided them.

"Why?"
"Because they're afraid they might die if they make a mistake."
"You're joking, right?"
"I'm serious."

Albert wore an incredulous expression.

As if saying, 'I haven't done anything.' Seeing his expression, she burst into laughter.

Then he asked:

"Did you spread rumors or something?"
"I wouldn't go that far."
"But you did something similar?"
"If constantly sticking together counts as something similar, then yes, I'm doing it. And it's very effective."

So the two stayed together until the end of the party.

They spent time together, talking with close acquaintances, eating the prepared food, and dancing when music played.

Reinhardt maintained some distance from them and just watched from afar.

And he realized something:

"So she could smile like that..."

As she grew older, she had almost lost her smile.

When she started smiling brightly again, that was when news of him first reached Reinhardt's ears.

"It seems it's time to let her go."

Whenever the empress mentioned marriage or engagement, he pretended not to hear, but now it truly seemed like that time had come.

The thought truly tore at his heart, but it was inevitable.

It was something that had to be done, and if so, better sooner than later.

Those words that seemed like they would never come from his mouth finally did:

"When would be a good date for the ceremony?"
"Oh my! That should be our question! When would be convenient for you?"

The two parents, having finished preparing to let go of their children, were finally discussing the wedding.

He showed an unexpectedly proactive attitude.

The two children, watching from a distance, tilted their heads in confusion.

"What are they discussing so intently?"
"I wonder... they seem to be talking a lot."
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While Elizabeth and Albert were spending time alone together, a conversation was unfolding elsewhere.

Among the group of about five people including Reinhardt, Elin was doing most of the talking.

So much so that anyone watching might mistake it for her own wedding.

"Let's do it next month! Wouldn't it be better to do it quickly?"
"That might be a bit too soon."
"Why?"
"We still need to maintain some tension."

It was still too soon after the war to completely relax the atmosphere.

Even though Lilith had become the new monarch of the Babylon Kingdom and signed a peace treaty, there were still quite a few demons who couldn't accept this reality.

Moreover, that royal position was practically seized through force.

"If we appear too relaxed, they might think we're easy targets."
"I see..."
"We need to be careful since there's still significant opposition in the Babylon Kingdom, and the situation is similar in other countries."

Of course, even if they did attack, the damage wouldn't be severe, but focusing on healing the wounds of war was the right approach for now.

Besides, there was no need to rush, so postponing made more sense.

Elin's voice lost its energy as she recognized the reality.

"Then when should we do it...?"
"Well... perhaps next year would be appropriate?"

Hearing this, Elin looked in Reinhardt's direction.

She wasn't exactly looking at him, but at Albert who had approached him.

Albert, who had joined them with her, spoke up.

"Or we could just keep it small, small enough that we don't have to go outside."

Traditionally, royal weddings are grand celebrations spanning several days, like festivals.

This was especially common among the emperors of the Kainis Empire.

But that was just how things had been done; there was no need to adhere to tradition.

If they wanted a small wedding, they could simply have one.

"That's a bit..."

Of course, Reinhardt didn't want that. It was his daughter's wedding, after all.

Moreover, his daughter was the current emperor and a war hero, and they were in the midst of a celebratory atmosphere after winning the war.

To exaggerate slightly, this was not a situation where a small ceremony would suffice.

"Wouldn't the people be dissatisfied? They must all be looking forward to it."
"But this is what we want."

When Albert said this, she nodded beside him.

Rather emphatically...

Unlike Reinhardt, the two wanted a modest wedding, especially her.

Reinhardt gazed into her eyes and asked.

"Are you... sure about this?"
"Yes, I want it this way. It feels burdensome, and I don't like having too many people around..."
"That's how she feels."
"Then that's what we'll do."

Though it was clearly different from what he wanted, he respected their wishes.

Regardless of tradition or public opinion, ultimately the couple's preferences should take precedence.

She expressed her gratitude to him.

"Thank you, Dad."
"If you're thankful, hurry up and show me a grandchild's face..."

Her face turned bright red at those words, while Albert burst into laughter at her reaction.

He spoke in a playful tone.

"That's right, how many children should we have?"
"D-don't ask such things..."
"I don't particularly mind either way."
"I said don't ask..."

Reinhardt found himself smiling brightly.

Seeing them made him smile involuntarily, even though he used to hate hearing anything about that guy.

Thinking about it now, he couldn't help but be impressed.

'He's certainly worthy of entrusting her to.'

***

About two weeks had passed since the coronation.

After that time, it finally felt real that I was actually getting married.

I even had wedding invitations in my hand.

"Here, take these."

I handed the invitations to them. They glanced at the papers and said:

"Finally happening, huh?"
"Are you delivering these yourself? You must have tons of people to invite."
"It's fine, there aren't that many anyway."

Chris tilted his head at my response.

He was probably thinking: Isn't this the Emperor's wedding?

"We're keeping it small. I already got permission."
"Hmm... that suits you two as a couple."
"I wonder when I'll get married..."
"Aren't you dating Eve?"
"Well, yes, but... I'm not sure."

His voice lacked confidence.

He seemed to have had another pointless argument, though they'd probably act like nothing happened soon enough.

"What about you?"
"Well... I don't even have a girlfriend right now."
"Hang in there."
"By the way, can I skip your wedding?"
"Why?"

Raycle's face had been dark since earlier.

He looked like something was bothering him. With a serious expression, he explained:

"Because it'll make me fucking sick to my stomach."
"Ah..."
"Some of us don't even have girlfriends, and here you are getting married and shit."

The reason was more trivial than I expected.

He was just lamenting his situation even though he'd probably attend anyway. No one he likes... his pride hitting rock bottom after being rejected multiple times...

He seemed to have reached the point where he found dating exhausting.

"Someone you like... if you think about it, there must be at least one person around?"
"I guess there is, there is..."

He was clearly speaking to me, but he seemed distracted.

As if he was thinking about someone else in his mind.

I asked Raycle:

"So there is someone?"
"There is, but... I don't know if it would work."
"Who is it?"
"You know, that person. That one."
"How am I supposed to know who you mean?"

It didn't seem like he didn't know the name.

It felt more like he was too embarrassed to say it... that was my impression, though I could be wrong.

"Who is it? I need to know if I'm going to help set you up."
"You know... the person you call Lilith? That person."
"Huh? What...?"

I was shocked, genuinely shocked. I hadn't expected that at all.

Of all people, Lilith... this guy was definitely... strange.

I wondered if he couldn't feel romantic attraction toward people of his own species.

"But do you know how old that lady is?"
"How old?"
"I don't know exactly, but she's definitely older than your grandmother's grandmother's grandmother."
"Seriously... is that possible?"

When Chris asked that, he maintained a shameless attitude as if it wasn't an issue.

"Why should I care?"
"You should care. Do you just like anyone as long as they look good?"

To be honest, judging from his preferences so far, he seemed to prefer older women.

Though this might be a bit too old...

But well... it's his choice after all.

"I could introduce you, but would she even see you as a man? Does she even know you exist?"
"Yeah, she probably doesn't even know your name."
"She can learn it from now on."
"Fair enough."

Actually, Raycle had previously overcome a similar age gap and gotten married, so it wasn't completely impossible.

Besides, not many people would pursue Lilith unless they were extremely bold, so it seemed fine.

"But this Lilith person... doesn't she have a boyfriend? She probably has many, right? She's a succubus after all."
"That's true... she might already be taken..."

These two were worrying about unnecessary things.

However, I wasn't going to tell them the truth.

"I'm not sure, but I'll ask."

Knowing too much takes the fun out of it.

For my entertainment, it was better if they knew less.

That way, they'd have more to say.

"This should be interesting."
"What's interesting about it? So when are you going to introduce us?"
"I don't know. I'll ask if she's interested, and we'll set something up then. Maybe around my wedding? If she's willing?"

But I had a feeling Lilith would refuse.

'Ah... what should I do? How can I arrange for them to meet naturally...'

While I was pondering this, two powerful presences entered the bar where we were.

They spotted us and approached, surprised.

"What are you guys doing here?"
"Drinking, obviously."
"Somehow... it doesn't suit you, especially you. You look like you can't handle alcohol at all."
"Your sudden hostility suggests you're in a great mood. Here, take this."

I handed wedding invitations to the two heroes who had suddenly appeared.

Amelia stared at the paper with wide eyes, looking dazed.

"Huh...?"

Amelia seemed to be questioning reality.

She wasn't doubting the marriage itself, but rather seemed surprised by the timing.

"Already? I don't even have a boyfriend yet."
"Exactly!"
"This young kid... getting ahead of me..."

Her envious tone was somehow amusing.

Thinking about it, while it was quick, it wasn't unreasonably so.

Many people get married right after becoming adults, so from that perspective... there were a lot of unmarried older people around me.

She was one of them.

"Anyway, that's how it is."
"But... I haven't heard much about this?"
"Of course not. We're keeping it small."
"Hmm... I'm envious."
"Hero, you should get married too. How long are you going to remain a spinster?"

She glared at me murderously when I asked that.

She always complained about not having a boyfriend or not finding the right person, but seeing them come to the bar together...

'They're probably not just friends.'

Given the times, I expected to hear good news from them soon.

Probably...
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Unlike the world of humans and elves that had embraced an era of peace, that place was still filled with all sorts of issues.

The Babylon Kingdom was still experiencing tumultuous days, perhaps due to the aftermath of defeat or perhaps because of the emergence of a new ruler.

Lilith, who had somehow ended up on the throne, asked her secretary.

"Lu, how's the situation?"
"Currently, there's opposition between two factions, Your Majesty—those who believe you should be removed from the throne, and those who accept the defeat and believe we should maintain positive relations with humans."

Lilith wasn't particularly pleased with the current situation.

Her body was still not fully recovered from the effects of the war, and now she had to deal with a situation that required her physical involvement.

"What if we request help from the Empire... that wouldn't work, would it?"
"That would ruin the country. I mentioned there are two opposing factions, but there's quite a power difference between them. The former group is significantly outnumbered."

While ordinary citizens typically belonged to the former group, soldiers who had directly participated in the war and high-ranking nobles overwhelmingly supported the latter.

In this situation, even if she were to subjugate them with human assistance, nothing would change.

If she did that, the current ruler would be labeled a coward who climbed to power only with human help.

Lilith was well aware of this fact.

"So... in the end, I have to handle this myself?"
"Of course, just like the previous king did."

The Babylon Kingdom had experienced numerous rebellions and assassination attempts over the years.

However, during his reign, Bael had suppressed all those variables solely with his own strength and eventually earned respect from those who had once looked down on him.

And now, this situation required the same approach.

Overwhelming force to silence those who were making noise.

"Can I do it?"
"You've become the Demon King now, so you have those skills."
"That's true, but..."
"They're not really effective yet, right? That's natural, given your approval rating."

Being a Demon King isn't just about sitting on the throne.

One must earn their recognition to truly become one. As such, Lilith was currently just a half-baked Demon King.

"What should I do...?"
"How about that?"
"?"

She had an ominous feeling that another strange suggestion was coming, but she listened anyway.

She had no choice...

"What is it?"
"Remember when we saw that guy having a showdown at the Colosseum!?"
"Wait... you... don't tell me?"
"That's exactly what we should do! I'm kind of a genius, how did I come up with this!!"

She was dumbfounded.

Not only was the idea absurdly strange, but the fact that Lu was genuinely excited about it as if it were a brilliant suggestion was equally baffling.

"Let's be more realis—"
"Sounds good to me."

Interrupting Lilith's words, an unfamiliar person joined the conversation. He genuinely seemed to think positively of that suggestion.

But that wasn't the important issue right now.

"Ah! You startled me! Who are you?"
"Lu... something? That's a really good idea. Beat them all one-on-one, and they'll listen."
"Ah... seriously..."
"Should I spread some rumors? I can do that much before I leave."
"No... wait, more importantly, why are you even here?"

When Lilith asked that, he pointed at himself with his finger.

That gesture was truly... irritating.

"Who else would I be talking to!? Do you want to get hit?"
"The reason I'm here isn't anything special. I came to give you this, a gift. For Lu as well."

He handed over two pieces of paper, making a big show of it being a gift.

Lu and Lilith each took one.

They then spent a moment reading what was written on the papers.

"What? Already?"
"Yep, that's how it turned out."
"Well... congratulations, but... is it okay for us to attend?"
"Why wouldn't it be?"
"Well, there will only be humans there, right? Even so?"
"Don't worry, most of the faces there will be familiar to you anyway."

It seemed he had originally come all the way here to deliver news about a wedding, but after hearing their conversation, his purpose had changed.

He very naturally shifted the topic.

"So when are you doing that? If it's tough for you, I can help out like a relief pitcher. I'll disguise myself and pretend to be a demon."
"Are you serious about that?"
"It sounds fun."

When that suggestion first came from Lu's mouth, Lilith had thought it was a worthless joke not even worth considering.

But now that this guy was talking like this... the possibility was starting to become more and more apparent.

No matter how many opponents there might be, with Lu, Lilith, and Albert, they could easily subdue them all.

"It might actually work? From their perspective, they'd think it's doable since they only need to defeat the three of us."
"Exactly, that kind of feeling. It's neither underhanded nor too straightforward, which is good, right?"
"Should I... participate too?"
"Of course, I'll have you face just regular soldiers. Though regular soldiers probably won't volunteer much."

And it didn't necessarily have to be just the three of them; they could also select capable individuals from among those who supported peace with humans, so there were options.

Assuming that was settled... they needed to decide on something else.

"What should the reward be?"
"Reward?"
"There needs to be a reward for people to volunteer, right? Let's put the Demon King position on the line, decisively."
"Isn't that structure only disadvantageous to us?"
"If you win, it's a gain. And it's a fight you're going to win anyway, so what's the issue?"

He continued with a confident tone.

"It's natural to bet your entire fortune on a 100% win rate, isn't it?"
"Still..."
"Are you scared?"
"Huh? Me?"

He gave a meaningful smile and headed towards the exit of the office.

Showing signs of leaving soon, just before opening the door, he said to Lilith:

"Then do as you wish. I'll look forward to good news. I'll be going now."

After leaving those words, he left the office. Lu and Lilith looked at each other after witnessing the scene.

"What is that guy... really up to?"
"Let's start preparing bit by bit. The sooner we do it, the better."

***

At this point, about four months after the end of the war—a long time if you consider it long—

The world, except for that place, was fully enjoying the peace that had come after a long time.

And among those peaceful places, there were people who were having the happiest days.

"I'm excited... extremely...!"

The man in a neat suit was stomping his feet.

But unlike his noisy feet, his face was blooming with smiles.

"Aren't you?"
"Why would I be? It's not my wedding."
"That's true. Ah, but I really want to see it quickly."
"See what?"
"My honey. I haven't seen her even once."

Though he didn't specify what he hadn't seen, it was quite obvious.

Elin, staring intently at her phone and moving her mouth here and there, asked him:

"Don't people usually try on their outfits together before the ceremony?"
"We did, but I wasn't there. I wasn't here at that time."
"So you don't even know what kind of dress your sister is wearing?"
"That's right."

He wanted to rush into the bride's waiting room right away, but... he held back.

Restraining that urge, he welcomed each person who arrived at the venue.

"It's been a while, everyone. Have you been well?"
"I've been fine."
"I've been doing relatively well, though that beast that charges at me recklessly is still the same."

From Marco, who was still working on subduing the beastmen who remained at the border with lingering attachments, to Amelia, whose recent activities were completely unknown, to Ariya, who had only recently been able to rest a bit, and so on.

Many people secretly visited the venue.

The Saint, who seemed to be appearing after a long time, spoke.

"The tuxedo suits you well."
"Ah, thank you."
"Where's the bride's waiting room?"
"If you go straight that way, you'll find it."
"Thanks."
"I want to go too, let's go together."

Watching Ariya heading to the bride's waiting room with Amelia, he felt quite envious.

Albert asked Marco, who was watching the same scene with a completely different look in his eyes.

"How's it going these days?"
"Better than expected."
"Can I have high hopes?"
"Maybe."

Marco left those ambiguous words and entered the venue.

Elin was still fiddling with her phone, and he welcomed those who came after.

They had faces that were seriously familiar.

"Hello? Long time no see?"

Starting with Chris, who greeted energetically, to Reikle, Reina, Rachel, Luna, and other kids around my age.

And among them was also Diabolica.

"Hello, Your Majesty?"
"It feels like it's been a really long time. Thank you for your contributions during the war."
"You flatter me."
"By the way, already getting married... humans really do everything quickly."

Diabolica must be very busy these days too.

Nevertheless, he gladly accepted the wedding invitation, though being a war hero was probably a big reason.

There was absolutely nothing bad about maintaining a relationship with him.

But Albert was purely looking at that fact and was grateful for it.

"Thank you for attending. Let's go inside quickly."

Diabolica and the others also entered the venue and took their seats.

After 10 minutes, 20 minutes passed, the venue started to fill up, and by about 40 minutes, everyone who had been invited had already arrived.

Just before entering the venue, at the very last moment, he took a deep breath.

"Hoo... Hoo..."

Only then did his heart start beating normally.

He was listening attentively to the host's voice coming from inside the venue.

-Next, the protagonist of today, the groom! Albert Veros will enter. Please give him a warm round of applause. The groom is entering!-
-Clap clap clap clap clap clap!!!-

He stepped forward one step at a time, hearing the applause of the guests with both ears.

Though his face showed signs of tension, his steps were dignified.

"Hoo... let's go."
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Inside the wedding hall, the place was bustling with people who had quite close relationships with today's protagonists.

Finally, the host's voice echoed throughout the venue.

"Shortly, we will begin the wedding ceremony of groom Albert Veros and bride Elizabeth Michael. We kindly ask all guests to take their seats in the designated areas."

Rachel spoke to Chris and Raykle, who were enjoying the food they had brought.

"Oh, it's starting! Time to stop eating, don't you think? Were you that hungry?"
"What a waste..."
"Couldn't they have started a bit later..."

People who had been standing around chatting quickly took their seats as the host began speaking.

Those who had been hurriedly stuffing food into their mouths also put down their utensils and listened attentively to the host, waiting for the next part of the ceremony.

"We will now proceed with the wedding ceremony of groom Albert and bride Elizabeth. We extend our gratitude to all guests who have joined us today to celebrate this wedding. I am Kyle, your host for today's ceremony."

"So he's the one hosting."
"Do you know who's officiating?"

In response to that question, Marco looked at Elin, who was taking deep breaths in a spot away from people's direct gazes.

Amelia followed his gaze.

"Elin is officiating?"
"Seems like it."
"I'm so envious."
"Envy is for losers."

"First, we will have the lighting of the unity candle. Would the mothers of both families please come forward and light the candle prepared on the platform."

The mothers of both families...

Everyone was aware of the situation, so it was a bit concerning, but there was no problem with the proceedings.

Albert's mother was alive and well, and though there was no empress, Leo's mother joined in lighting the candle instead.

Seeing this, Amelia thought:

'If only she were alive...'

Despite how much her mother had wished to see her daughter's wedding, sadly, she wasn't here.

"Next, we welcome Elin Veros, the groom Albert's younger sister and today's wedding officiant. Please give her a warm round of applause."

*Clap clap clap clap!*

Her stiff steps, clearly showing her nervousness to anyone watching, brought warm smiles to the faces of the onlookers.

Elin put away the phone she had been looking at and deliberately avoided the gazes of those watching her.

Indeed, sharing the same blood, she seemed uncomfortable with excessive attention.

'Calm down... calm down.'

Still, after taking a deep breath by herself, she appeared somewhat more relaxed.

The host, seeing that Elin had properly taken her position, proceeded with the next part.

"Next, we welcome today's protagonist, the groom! Albert Veros. Please give him a hearty round of applause. The groom enters!"

*Clap clap clap clap clap clap!!!*

Today's groom entered slowly, receiving enthusiastic applause.

Perhaps now somewhat accustomed to the attention, his steps were dignified and confident.

Seeing him make such a cool entrance, unlike herself, Elin thought:

'How annoying...'

"Next, we welcome the bride, Elizabeth Michael. We would appreciate another warm round of applause as our beautiful bride enters. The bride enters!!"

As that announcement echoed through the hall, the bride finally appeared, holding Reinhardt's hand.

Every person in the venue turned their gaze toward her, including Albert.

Albert was so captivated that he didn't even realize his mouth was hanging open.

"You'll catch flies that way..."

Despite Elin's admonishment, he paid no attention.

He continued to stare at the scene with his mouth still open wide enough for insects to fly in.

To be honest, she looked fucking gorgeous.

Looking at her hair, pure white wedding dress, and veil, he felt a mystical sensation as if he were receiving an angel.

"Wow... incredible..."

She blushed at his blatant stare as she stood beside him.

Then, in a voice soft enough for only him to hear, she whispered:

"Am I... that pretty?"
"Of course."

Befitting their roles as bride and groom, honey practically dripped from their eyes.

The sight was far too lovely for people who were supposed to be war heroes who had ended a conflict.

The two looked at each other and smiled brightly.

"Next, we will have the traditional bow to show respect to the guests and family members. Bride and groom, please bow to each other."

The couple bowed to each other, showing mutual respect.

Neither seemed awkward; both moved naturally rather than stiffly.

After completing their bows, they moved a little closer to each other.

"Now comes the most important and tense moment of today's ceremony. Before their respected family, relatives, and all guests, the bride and groom who have promised to marry will now recite their vows of love to each other."

As soon as those words ended, an assistant handed Albert a microphone.

He took a small breath for a moment, then confidently raised the microphone.

"It truly feels like a dream. We started as teacher and student, then soldier and lord, and now we stand here as groom and bride. I have always received so much help from you, and you never hesitated to give it."

Everyone's attention was focused on him, and all were listening intently to his words.

In that situation, he calmly continued.

"Thanks to you, I was able to grow impressively and, as a result, attain the high position of Special Forces Commander. But it wasn't always a smooth path. Given the circumstances, I had to continually go to the battlefield, and those events eventually led to tragedy."

Few would understand the meaning of those last words.

Perhaps only the Emperor and Elin would.

"Afterward, I... kept searching for you as if possessed. It was like looking for a needle in a desert. And in the end, I couldn't find that needle. So when I saw you again with heaven's help, I thought: I will never lose you again."

The guests couldn't fully understand his words, but they were moved by the resonance of his sincerity and honesty.

If even the uninformed guests felt this way, how must she feel, knowing everything about these events?

"How happy I was when I saw you again... I think it might be impossible to express in the words of this world. Eventually, I found you and finally reached you. Of course, even then, the path ahead wasn't smooth. While rushing forward without rest, I fell quite often."

He looked at her, overwhelmed by the swirling waves of emotion.

Since she knew all his stories, it must have held even deeper meaning for her.

"But you always caught me. When I fell, you reached out your hand to help me up, and you put bandages on my wounds. When I first became your lover, I thought I would be a reliable wall for you, but before I knew it, you were protecting me again."

You were protecting me...

Those words were enough to bring tears to her eyes as she recalled everything they had been through.

"If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have received such praise as the youngest Special Forces Commander or the century's hero who ended the war."

Some might think this was mere humility, but for him, it was absolute truth and fact.

"You have always been my light, my hope, my sky. Because you believed in me, and because I believed in you, we were able to come this far. Going forward, there will be many different... challenges than what we've faced so far, but I believe that with you, we can overcome anything."

Having defeated even the Demon Lord, what couldn't they accomplish? Everyone present probably thought the same.

As he said, the two of them would overcome whatever came their way.

"Let's live well together, with you indulging in all the spoiled behavior you want. And I... love you, more than anyone else in this world."

Though he endlessly loved her and she knew this better than anyone, it had been quite a while since he had expressed it in words like this.

It was the warmest and most heartwarming scene in the world, and the guests showed various reactions.

Some wondered about the reality behind his words, while others envied the bride and groom who could speak and hear such things.

Everyone must have felt their own emotions watching the scene.

*Clap clap clap clap clap clap!!*

As soon as his vow ended, applause filled the venue.

When the applause quieted down, the groom handed the microphone to the bride.

However, she couldn't start right away. As she hurriedly wiped away flowing tears, he said to her:

"Take your time. It's okay."

Albert simply waited until she was ready.

Gazing at his lovely wife.
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She barely managed to calm her surging emotions.

With her breathing finally returning to normal, she brought the microphone close to her lips.

"When you first appeared before me, it's true that you caught my eye, but I didn't think of you as particularly special. You had skills clearly different from others our age, but at that time, that was all there was to it."

Naturally, she didn't have those feelings from the beginning.

At first, she was merely interested in his suspiciously proficient combat style.

"So initially, I saw your combat abilities and thought you'd be a valuable asset to the Empire, which is why I tried to recruit you into my party. When I went to watch you fight again... you started crying at the sight of me. And I was just observing from a distance."

Hearing this, Albert was apparently so embarrassed that he bowed his head deeply, deliberately avoiding their gazes.

"That alone was quite surprising, but it didn't end there. When I asked you to join my party afterward, you flatly refused. It felt like I'd been slapped in the face."

From her perspective, it must have truly been bewildering.

After all, he had bluntly rejected an invitation to join a party that most people couldn't enter even if they wanted to.

"So my interest grew. I had so many questions. Then the semester began. But you showed more interest in me than I expected. Plus, someone asking me on a date... that was a first for me."

This was especially surprising considering he had just rejected her party invitation.

Looking back, it was quite a brazen move.

"So I decided to go along with it just once, and... it was more fun than I expected. I had always been trapped under countless burdens, constantly trying to figure out how to bear them. I was living in a constant whirlwind."

The pressure she faced as the future empress would be impossible for ordinary citizens to comprehend.

Perhaps only heroes could understand such a burden.

"I think I was always depressed because of it, unlike other children my age... But after you appeared before me, things changed quite a lot. I was happy. The boring academy and my tedious daily life became something to look forward to, something exciting."

After his appearance, many aspects of her life changed.

She loved that transformation immensely.

"It was always a different experience, which made it fun. It was the first time I'd felt that way. So I started to feel drawn to you. The unique experiences and daily life we created together, the way you saw me for who I am. And..."

She looked straight into his eyes.

Her eyes were growing red, but she wore an equally bright smile.

"I looked so happy enjoying and anticipating those changes, and I still feel the same way. Many things will continue to change because of you. I want to live that future together with you."

A modest wish unbefitting the name of an empress.

Albert watched her express this wish with a contented smile.

"I want to live together pursuing simple happiness, crying over little things, laughing over little things. I want us to be reliable walls for each other, leaning on each other and being spoiled by each other."

Reinhardt looked at her.

With each word she spoke, he felt more strongly that his daughter was leaving him.

But he didn't feel any pain in his heart.

Perhaps he might have felt a little sad before, but after hearing this vow, he didn't feel that way at all.

Rather, he felt grateful to Albert for bringing them to this moment, and even a sense of relief.

He kept those feelings in his heart as he listened to her final words.

"So... as you said earlier, let's live well together. And I love you. Truly...!"

As her turn came to an end, thunderous applause erupted for them.

-Clap clap clap clap!!!-
"How moving..."
"Am I crying...?"
"I'm envious..."

The guests showed various reactions.

After a brief intermission, as if they had just watched a movie, the host proceeded with the next part of the ceremony.

-Following the marriage vows, we will now have the declaration of marriage pronouncing these two as husband and wife. The officiant will read the declaration.-

Aelin, today's wedding officiant.

She began speaking so naturally that one might doubt she was the same person who had walked so awkwardly earlier.

Everyone in the venue was listening attentively to Aelin's words.

"Declaration of Marriage: Groom Albert Veros and Bride Elizabeth Michael have firmly sworn before their families, relatives, and guests gathered here today to become husband and wife who will share life's joys and sorrows through their vow of love."

Her voice was different from usual—solemn and serious, perfectly suited for this ceremony.

Of course, regardless of that, her appearance made many people smile.

"As with their previous vows, I believe that these two will be a wise couple who overcome any difficulties in their future with faith and love for each other. I solemnly declare before you all that their marriage has been successfully completed here today."

Aelin finished the reading with a bright expression, relieved that she had made no mistakes.

"April 3rd, 679. Please give them a big round of applause."
-Clap clap clap clap!!-

As the applause poured out, Aelin breathed a sigh of relief.

But at the same time, she realized it wasn't over yet.

-With the officiant's declaration, these two are now officially husband and wife. Next, we will have the officiant's address. Guests, please lend your ears.-

Aelin held the microphone with hands that were noticeably more awkward than before.

Then she began her address in front of everyone.

"Honestly... I'm still not sure if I should be doing this, and I wonder if this isn't something that should be done by someone with more life experience... but since you asked, I'll do my best."

Usually, people as young as Aelin don't serve as officiants, and therefore the address is typically given by someone who has lived much longer than the bride and groom...

Someone with more life experience.

But today's wedding was a bit different.

"When I was younger, I never thought my brother... would become such an impressive person. He was always cooped up at home playing games day and night, barely listening to what I said."

The awkwardness of Aelin saying "brother" and Albert's embarrassment about his past were amusing to everyone watching.

Elizabeth listened intently despite already knowing the story, while those who didn't know were surprised.

"It's hard to believe that such a person has grown so much, but I believe he can accomplish anything. Um... I'm not sure if I should be saying this, but I'll offer some advice of my own."

It took quite a long time to prepare this advice.

But having asked both sets of parents repeatedly, the advice should be helpful.

"I don't think you'll fight much, but if you do, the one who's wrong should apologize first and ask for forgiveness. You both seem quite proud, but in those moments, please set your pride aside."

Hearing this, the guests began to laugh one by one.

And so did the couple.

"Especially you, Albert. Now that you're a proper groom, please refrain from doing strange things and make an effort for your bride. If I ever see tears falling from my sister's eyes... I won't let it slide."

It sounded like something Reinhardt would say, but it came across very naturally.

In fact, Reinhardt burst into laughter upon hearing it, suggesting he hadn't put her up to it.

"Sister is busy with many things besides married life, so the idle groom should support her well. Couples seem happiest when they're together."

Aelin had seen both good and bad examples around her, so she had enough experience to form such thoughts.

And both of them were aware of this.

"And as for children... you can wait a while. I'm not ready to be called an aunt yet."

Though it sounded like a joke, Aelin's expression was deadly serious.

This made him wonder if she was actually serious, even as he laughed.

"Now that you're married and have become a couple, you won't be at home... but please come visit occasionally. I think I'll be lonely by myself... And live well, eat well. That's the best filial piety you can show."
-Clap clap clap clap!!-

No one could disagree with that.

After all, staying healthy and living a long life without illness is the greatest filial piety.

The wedding concluded with the bride and groom thanking their parents and guests, followed by the final procession.

Now the two had finally become husband and wife.

Everyone present sincerely blessed their marriage.

***

The intense emotions didn't fade until we returned to the castle after the wedding.

After finishing the wedding reception, we returned to the castle.

Normally we would have gone on a honeymoon, but given the current situation, that wasn't possible.

"That's a shame. I was looking forward to it."
"..."

Apart from the wedding being over, it was a night like any other.

But her attitude was quite different from usual.

For some reason, her face was flushed red, and she was fidgeting.

"What's wrong?"
"Well... tonight is... the first... first..."
"Night?"
"Yes...! That...!"

Now I understood why she was acting this way.

I approached her as she stood there, tense.

I grabbed her arms and pushed her down onto the bed.

"..!!"

Thinking about it this way, it did feel different from usual.

It felt like the first night we spent together. My heart was racing madly, and my face felt hot.

Our rough breathing and moans filled the bedroom as we surrendered to our instincts.

Looking at the spectacular view that only I could see, I thought:

'I won't be able to grant that wish after all...'
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Lilith, the current Demon Lord and a lifelong single.

After finishing the wedding ceremony of the two people, she sat on the bed in her lodging and let out a deep sigh.

"Sigh... Have I been living my life wrong?"
"Yes."
"Shouldn't you say 'no' at times like this? Even just out of courtesy?"
"I sympathize, truly sympathize."

What a useless kind of empathy.

Lilith gazed at the night view of the city visible through the window.

The city, having regained peace after months since the end of the war, was overflowing with happiness.

Everyone was enjoying the holiday, chattering with laughter.

"Why does it feel like I'm the only one like this...?"
"Not having a partner doesn't mean you're living or will live an absolutely bad life, so it's fine. You're just lonely, that's all."
"That's exactly what I don't like."
"Then just find a partner. Simple, isn't it?"

Easy to say, but in reality, she had never even had a lover, let alone a partner.

Still, recently, a glimmer of hope had emerged—though it was so small and threadlike that she wasn't sure if it could even be called hope.

"But Albert said he'd introduce someone, right? I saw that person today. The one he said he'd introduce."
"I saw him too. I knew about him from the beginning."
"How was he? From what I remember, he wasn't bad, right?"
"That's not the important part..."
"Why not?! Then what is important...?"

Judging from Lilith's lukewarm reaction, it seemed she wasn't particularly impressed.

Of course, it was inevitable. That's why she had remained single all this time.

If Lilith were the type to easily develop feelings for someone without much personal interaction, she would have been married long ago.

"He's young... too young."
"Is now the time to be picky about that? More importantly, what was your first impression?"
"Well... he looks too cold..."
"You're the one who said Albert was handsome before, but now you're saying this guy just looks cold?"
"No... Albert is indeed handsome, but this one is just... too childlike, I guess."

That wasn't incomprehensible.

In reality, Raycle was like a newborn baby to Lilith, who was barely in her early twenties, while Albert, though physically similar in age, was actually quite old.

And above all, the atmosphere... or perhaps the weight one feels from a person—there was an extreme difference.

"Then why don't you date Albert? Oh! That's right! You could just date him!"
"That's... not proper, it wouldn't be right..."
"It's not exactly illegal, is it? Neither in our country nor here is it particularly illegal. Rather, it's normal for those with superior genes to have multiple wives."

That wasn't wrong.

In reality, quite a few people in the Kainis Empire lived with multiple husbands or multiple wives.

And the citizens didn't particularly object to it.

"Let's just seduce him."
"I told you, he just got married."
"Our kind doesn't care about such things. Just trust me. It's my specialty."
"Seducing married men?"
"Something like that."

Lilith looked at Lu with contemptuous eyes.

However, Lu didn't seem to care at all. Rather, she seemed to be enjoying it.

Ignoring Lilith's gaze, Lu shamelessly rummaged through her belongings.

"First, we should change your clothes, make them a bit more... enticing."
"Are you serious...?"
"You like him anyway, don't you?"
"It's not that I like him... I just find him appealing."
"That's the same thing. Besides, you don't even find anyone else appealing. You won't be satisfied with others, and they're not on your level, right?"

While love shouldn't be about levels, there's a saying that "birds of a feather flock together," and in reality, most people date within their own circles.

Just like those two.

Lu brought out a rather powerful outfit for the rigid Lilith.

It was almost like underwear... a ridiculous garment that barely covered what needed to be covered.

Lilith couldn't close her mouth upon seeing the outfit.

"How about this? You need to wear something like this to seduce him."
"Do I... really have to?"
"Otherwise, just stay single forever. It's not like you have to date or get married, right?"
"Ah...! Really...!!"
"You should have found a partner and gotten married earlier. What have you been doing all these years?"

A merciless lecture.

Yet, even as she listened to the lecture, Lilith couldn't retort and just stared blankly at the outfit with her lips tightly sealed.

"Maybe I should just live alone...?"
"You don't have to, probably..."

Lu's expression suggested she knew something.

However, her expression lacked certainty. Instead of certainty, it was filled with ambiguous expectation and concern.

***

About a month after the wedding of the two, a grand event was held as scheduled at the Colosseum of the Babylon Kingdom.

The content of the event was relatively simple.

If one could defeat the king and his servants in battle, they could inherit the throne. And any damage incurred during this duel would be at one's own risk.

These were the two conditions.

Naturally, this event became a huge issue among the citizens, and most of the renowned warriors in the kingdom gathered here.

Albert, today's hidden guest and another purpose of the day, smiled brightly as he looked at the numerous people gathered here.

"There are quite a lot of people, aren't there? It's going to be tough."

His face and the weapon he was holding were quite different from usual.

He was disguised as Lilith's servant. It was a necessary choice, as without it, such an event would have little meaning.

"Still, you need to be more energetic than me. It's meaningless if I do everything."
"I know..."
"And don't kill them just because you're not held responsible. It's not a good thing."
"I said I know..."
"Why are you so sulky today?"

As Albert stared blankly, Lilith turned her head away as if she was upset.

Seeing this, he tilted his head and asked Lu.

"What's wrong with her?"
"I think she's jealous because you're the only one who got married and is living well."
"But she's the one who rejected my introduction first."
"I guess she didn't like him."
"What a strange person."
"But weren't you the same?"

It took him a moment to understand what she meant.

After a brief moment of contemplation, he tactlessly asked her directly.

"Do you have someone you like?"
"M-me...?! No, I don't...?"
"Then how are we the same?"
"Sigh..."

For some reason, Lu let out a deep sigh and brought up a new topic.

"It's about to start, so get ready. And you're up first."
"Yes."
"Don't overdo it, and I'll give you a signal when it's time to come in. You can decide based on the situation whether to drop out or not. You can just pretend to be someone else with a different disguise anyway."
"That's too... underhanded..."
"Be quiet."
"Yes..."

As the appointed time approached, the three left the waiting room. Albert drank a mysterious potion from a bottle and headed to the arena, while Lu and Lilith went to the spectator seats.

Lilith sat on a dazzling chair that anyone would recognize as fit for a king, observing the situation.

He stood in the arena, watching her.

'Why is she acting like that?'

Her deliberate avoidance of his gaze was quite unnatural.

She had always been somewhat like that, but now it seemed more blatant.

Not knowing what had happened, he could only feel puzzled and act simply.

Lilith took the microphone as soon as she sat down and began to speak.

"Since quite a few have gathered, let's begin. If you can defeat my servants and even myself, I shall hand over my position. However, if you fail, you must absolutely obey me."

A voice that tried hard to appear strong.

It was hard to hold back laughter.

Still, if he, as a servant, were to laugh, it might diminish her authority, so he tried to suppress his laughter.

Besides, her tone and voice seemed genuine enough that everyone was intimidated.

Even those who had been boasting about inheriting the throne today.

'They're all scared.'

Albert pointed his sword at the first group of about 50 demons who had come up to the arena.

They looked both proud and nervous as he addressed them.

"You won't even reach the feet of Her Majesty."

His voice, thickened by the potion, made them even more rigid.

Certainly, being the first to come out, their level was pathetic.

He hadn't come all this way to face such small fry, so he approached the fight somewhat seriously.

There was no need to appear too strong, but he couldn't appear too weak either.

His swift sword, like lightning scattered on the ground, wounded them.

-Slash!! Slash!! Clang!!-

It was simple, but impossible to block.

Albert's sword cut through their arms, legs, and will.

Though they were a considerable number of 50, it took less than 5 minutes for them to be completely defeated.

He spoke in a boastful voice reminiscent of someone.

"To reach Her Majesty, you must first defeat me, you primitive beings."
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During her busy work hours, Elizabeth invariably turned her gaze toward the Babylon Kingdom during those rare, precious breaks that came like rain in a drought.

Yet her eyes held no trace of worry.

She seemed to be simply looking, in the most literal sense.

"If you're so concerned, why did you send him in the first place?"
"It's fine. I don't think he'll come back injured anyway."
"That's not what I meant at all."
"Ah..."

Her words could be interpreted in several ways, but the most likely reason was concern for that person.

The woman who had maintained a sullen expression throughout the wedding ceremony.

But Elizabeth didn't seem particularly concerned about that either.

Rather, it seemed like she knew and sent him anyway...

"I don't really mind. Actually, I'd prefer if she seduced him."
"What? Are you serious?"
"I am serious."
"You're more open-minded than I expected."

These statements would have been shocking coming from the Elizabeth everyone knew before.

She had always been quite strict about such matters since her school days.

But now she was quite different.

'Should I say she's... more relaxed?'

As if to prove this newfound composure, Elizabeth continued the conversation with a smile.

"Whatever happens, he's still mine anyway. I can share a little."
"You don't have any possessiveness?"
"My father was the same way. He took concubines but never neglected my mother, right? I think Albert would be the same."
"And if he's not?"

Elizabeth took a moment to consider this question.

Then, with a somewhat chilling smile, she replied:

"Then... things might get interesting, don't you think?"
"Haha..."

If that possibility actually came to pass, what would happen to Albert?

Even thinking about it was quite entertaining.

Of course, it would be best if such a thing never happened, so for now, I hoped it wouldn't.

'Just take it easy...'

***

The first servant of the king to appear was suspiciously strong.

Most people couldn't even last a few seconds against him.

"Why is he so strong...?"
"This doesn't make sense..."

Surprised by this unexpected obstacle, they hurriedly changed their strategy.

Though it seemed a bit late.

Unable to watch any more sacrifices, Amon hastily jumped onto the arena.

"Who... exactly are you?"
"I am merely His Majesty's servant, Amon."
"I'll step over you and behead that traitor as well!"

Amon proudly displayed his shield, his primary weapon. The mysterious swordsman ran with all his might and swung his sword.

The shield wavered under the swift sword strike, but it firmly held its ground.

"Is that all you've got?"
"Shut up!"

The attitude of both men resembled soldiers engaged in a battle to the death.

Meanwhile, Lilith sat in her chair, struggling to hold back her laughter.

The swordsman unleashed relentless, merciless strikes, and Amon perfectly blocked every attack.

Their battle showed no signs of ending quickly.

Lu couldn't help but admire the scene.

"He's... really good at acting, isn't he?"
"..."
"His control of strength is perfect too..."

Lu expressed genuine admiration while Lilith continued watching the spectacle with a bright smile.

The swordsman paid no attention to these reactions, fully committed to his role.

"Tch...! You! You're stronger than I expected! I'll give you that!"
"You're not bad yourself..."
"Let's end this now!!!"

The swordsman shouted powerfully and filled his sword with magical energy.

With the sword so packed with magic it seemed about to burst, the swordsman swung with all his might.

The sword, now essentially a mass of magical energy, collided with the world's greatest shield, creating a violent explosion.

-KABOOM!!!-

Magic scattered in all directions with the explosion, and the swordsman's sword shattered into pieces.

The swordsman acknowledged his defeat by kneeling down.

Then, with a trembling voice, he pleaded with Amon.

"Kill me..."
"Huh...?"
"Kill me...!! How can I face His Majesty now?! Kill me right now, Amon!!"

Amon couldn't help but respect such burning dedication.

He extended his hand to the swordsman.

The swordsman avoided his hand repeatedly, but eventually, Amon's hand grasped his.

"I must acknowledge you. Such skill with such loyalty... remarkable."
"Don't pity me!! I am a failure! A failure has nowhere to return to!"
"Don't be so hard on yourself. You were braver and more admirable than anyone else..."

Afterward, the swordsman voluntarily left the arena, and Amon watched his retreating figure with a satisfied expression.

This heartwarming yet somewhat strange scene ignited the emotions of everyone present.

Except for those two people.

"This is getting a bit scary, isn't it?"
"Why is he going to such lengths?"
"He must be enjoying it. It's kind of touching. I even shed a tear or two."

The swordsman appeared before the two of them again, disguised in yet another form.

Then, with an intensely serious voice, he called to her.

"Your Majesty, it's time to demonstrate your overwhelming power to the world. Let us hurry."
"Can't we... stop this now?"
"No, Your Majesty. For today at least, I am your servant. Let's hurry. Many people are waiting."

He seemed completely consumed by his role. Lu smiled meaningfully upon hearing those words, but he didn't seem to notice.

He headed back to the arena with her.

On the way, she asked him:

"By the way... don't you have any plans in that direction?"
"Plans? What do you mean by that...?"
"Like concubines or something..."
"You seem to be greatly mistaken—the emperor isn't me, it's my wife."
"What does that have to do with anything?"

He was perplexed when she sincerely brought up such a topic.

While he wasn't sure about the customs in the Babylon Kingdom, he had never seen such a case in the Kainis Empire.

The husband of the empress taking concubines... such an act would likely result in assassination.

"You'd get killed for doing something like that."
"By whom?"
"By the people."
"It would be fine if it's not made public."
"Even if it's not public, my wife wouldn't allow it. Besides, I don't want to do that anyway."
"Really...?"

He nodded.

She had quite a few things she wanted to say but decided against it for now.

It wasn't something that needed to be discussed right now, and she didn't particularly want to talk about it in a place like this.

"Let's go, we need to hurry."
"Yeah."

She climbed onto the arena, bearing the gazes of countless people.

Considering the original public sentiment, one might have expected a tremendous amount of jeering as soon as she stepped onto the arena, but surprisingly, that wasn't the case.

Amon didn't reproach her for being a traitor but started the conversation with a different topic.

"Where is that man now?"
"He's resting comfortably in a good place, so don't worry."
"Cherish that man. Loyal subjects like him... are rare."

After giving that advice, Amon immediately assumed a battle stance.

In response, she drew her sword as well.

Having exhausted most of his strength in the battle with that man earlier, Amon wasn't particularly threatening.

From the beginning, though they were both executioners, there was quite a difference in their levels.

In such a situation, with Amon's strength depleted, the outcome was even more predictable.

Lilith easily shattered Amon's shield and placed her sword against his neck.

"You don't want to die, do you?"
"Tch..."

Though grumbling, Amon descended from the arena rather obediently.

Strong fighters continued to ascend the arena after Amon, and that man watched these duels from below.

"This should be interesting."

***

Being Lilith, most of the battles didn't last long.

Even the duel with Marvas, an executioner, didn't take 30 minutes.

Still, it was entertaining.

There was a certain appeal in watching the desperate struggle as fighters tried to draw out every last bit of their depleting strength to continue the fight.

"Ouch... she looks like she's about to collapse."

Watching her squeeze out every ounce of strength as the number of opponents gradually decreased was both pitiful and admirable.

I've always thought that Lilith, like me, was quite stubborn.

Just that she doesn't often show it.

I spoke to her as she sat on the ground, breathing heavily:

"Want me to take over? I'm fine with it."
"No...? I'm still okay."
"It's good to be stubborn in moderation."

Seeing her so stubbornly pushing herself was painful to watch, but also admirable in its way, so I didn't try to break that stubbornness.

Instead, I could only encourage it.

"Hang in there. Not much left now."
"Alright..."

Over the course of about two hours—

During that time, she continued fighting without a moment's rest and succeeded in subduing everyone except for one person.

However, that one person was by no means an easy opponent.

Gamiggin... another executioner and the very person who had made the previous war so dramatic.

He greeted her with relative courtesy:

"It's been a while, Your Majesty. You haven't changed much since then."
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Albert stared intently at Gremory standing before her. It was understandable, given how difficult the war had been because of that demon, that he still harbored ill feelings even now that everything was over.

For Albert, who rarely held grudges, this showed just how significant the matter had been.

Looking at the utterly detestable demon, he thought:

'I wish he would just drop dead...'

Of course, he only thought it and didn't act on it.

If such actions were discovered, the already negative perception of him would be completely shattered.

Besides, maintaining Babylon Kingdom's military strength to some extent was beneficial.

Regardless of past conflicts and wars, they were now allied nations bound by a peace treaty.

"What a shame..."

The duel between the two began immediately.

Given Lilith's terrible condition, the fight was more intense than expected.

Fortunately, Gremory couldn't use his abilities in this situation, which was somewhat of a relief.

Lilith, aware of her current state, swung her sword frantically at the half-human, half-beast monster.

Lilith's elegant sword strikes met his fists.

-CRASH!!-

Naturally, Gremory had the upper hand in the impact, and Lilith, lacking strength, dropped her sword and staggered greatly.

Albert wanted to help her right away, but he didn't.

Even in that moment, and afterward, he merely watched the scene unfold.

"Haa... Haa..."

She had lost all her stamina due to the relentless battle.

Even in such a situation, Lilith didn't give up.

However, the situation wasn't looking good.

"I'll kill you right here, since that's what everyone wants!"
"Haa..."

Gremory's fist struck her hard, and she fell helplessly to the ground.

As Gremory approached her, some spectators cheered while others jeered.

He clenched his fist as he came right up to her face as she lay unable to move.

Then he swung his fist toward her.

'That looks a bit dangerous...'

Even Albert, who had been merely observing until now, decided to offer a little help this time.

Just a slight, subtle assistance that others wouldn't notice.

He muttered in a low voice.

"Just a little..."
-Whoosh!-

The Abyss crept up onto the arena as he commanded. Gremory's gaze turned toward it, drawn by its overwhelming presence.

But there was already nothing there.

Gremory stared at that spot as if entranced.

Forgetting even what situation he was in...

"Aren't you lucky? Getting distracted?"

In that moment, her sword pierced Gremory's abdomen.

Blood burst from the wound, soaking the arena floor, and the spectators erupted in cheers.

"Argggh!! What a dirty trick...!!"
"What exactly was dirty about it?"

With the battle situation suddenly reversed, she grew confident.

She knew what had happened, but naturally wouldn't speak honestly about it.

"Isn't it your fault for getting distracted?"

Gremory clutched his abdomen, which was still bleeding profusely.

She absolutely wouldn't allow such an opening.

The massive magical power concentrated in Lilith's sword created a wave that crashed over her opponent for all to see.

He tried desperately to avoid it, but... it was already too late.

Gremory was swept away by the wave and ejected from the arena.

"That's a relief."

As Albert said, fortunately it went well, and those who witnessed it began to form slightly different opinions about her.

Albert immediately went up to the arena and asked her as she lay exhausted:

"Can you move?"
"No...? I don't think I can."

It was obvious she couldn't.

So Albert grabbed behind her knees and back, and lifted her up.

"Eh!?"

Lilith was flustered by his sudden action, her face turning completely red as she stared at him intently.

Albert said to her:

"Good job, well done."

***

That evening, wearing pajamas with bandages wrapped around various parts of her body due to her wounds, she lay in her bedroom staring at the familiar ceiling.

She should have felt refreshed after completing all those battles, but she didn't feel that way at all.

"No! I'm telling you it's possible!?"
"What's possible! Earlier he just carried me because I couldn't move, that's all."
"If he had no feelings, wouldn't he have just left you there?"

She held her head in her hands at Lu's persistent persuasion.

Normally she would have ignored such words, but lately... she had begun to take them somewhat seriously.

"I'm telling you, he won't accept me. He only has eyes for that lady..."
"You never know, you just never know."
"What do you mean 'never know'... If things go wrong, how am I supposed to face him again?"
"That's a risk you have to take."

These somewhat irresponsible words seemed like mere childish stubbornness from her perspective, with so many factors to consider.

Of course, she would want that too.

She would want to live happily with the person she loved.

Who would enjoy being alone, being lonely... But he already had someone. It couldn't be helped.

Moreover, if she tried and failed, the distance between them would only grow.

She didn't want that either.

The chances of success were extremely slim, yet the risk was too great.

"There's nothing I can do..."

She dragged her tired body out of the bedroom.

Though she staggered slightly, Lilith walked reasonably well, and Lu asked her:

"Where are you going?"
"Don't follow me... I'm just going out for some fresh air."
"Okay... but please come back soon, it's still dangerous!"

She dragged her tired body outside the castle and walked slowly, very slowly, admiring the beautiful garden.

This seemed to help clear her confused mind a little.

As Lilith sat on a bench staring at her surroundings, a man appeared behind her.

"What are you doing?"

Albert, in casual sleepwear, sat down beside her.

She jumped in surprise and turned her body in the opposite direction.

"Why... why!? It's none of your business..."
"I was just curious."
"... But why did you come out here?"

She thought of that subordinate who was probably watching this scene from somewhere.

It had to be his doing, without a doubt.

Otherwise, this situation wouldn't have happened... right!

"No particular reason, just wanted some fresh air."
"Then... why have you been taking care of me? I'm just! Asking because I'm curious! Just curious..."

He burst into laughter at her innocent question.

"Why... are you laughing!"
"It's just funny, there's no particular reason. It was beneficial enough for me too, and since the results were certain, I was just repaying the favor."
"Is that also why you tried to set me up with men?"

She looked somewhat disappointed as she said this.

Albert stared at her as she openly showed her feelings.

"So... is that it... that and this..."
"It's a bit different."
"Different?"
"Yeah, I introduced you to men because you just looked pitiful."

While most people would hide such a reason, he revealed it with brutal honesty.

And at those words that she looked pitiful... the emotions she had been suppressing began to gradually burst forth.

"I wanted you to be happy, both as the ruler of Babylon Kingdom... and as a woman."

Her eyes quickly reddened.

But Albert didn't notice because he wasn't looking at her eyes.

Those emotions... that is.

He looked sometimes at the sky, sometimes at the ground, as he shared his thoughts.

"I roughly know how you've lived, and how you'll continue to live. You might not believe me."
"..."
"You've lived diligently, so much that someone like me can't even compare... But in doing so, you never found your own happiness. I found that too pitiful..."

Having always lived for peace, she hadn't experienced the happiness that she deserved as a person, as a woman.

And Albert, having lived a similar life, knew how arduous and unreasonable such an existence could be.

'At least I had a wife...'

Though she wasn't his wife or lover at the time, there had been someone who made him happy just by being seen... just by conversing with.

Compared to him, she didn't even have anything similar.

That fact... created immense sympathy.

"So I wanted you to be happy, even now... Huh!?"

She suddenly pounced on him as he was continuing the conversation in a calm tone.

He fell over, and she mounted him as if riding a horse.

He panicked and tried to push her off. But a single drop of liquid that fell immediately paralyzed his actions.

She stared at him with reddened eyes.

Though she normally felt little emotion in such matters, this time was different.

His sincere desire for her happiness... made it impossible not to fall for him.

She spoke in almost a whisper, sobbing:

"Then... you could make me happy...!"
"Wait! But I..."

Even in this situation, Albert was trying to escape.

But naturally, she wouldn't allow it.

As she lowered her upper body, their bodies overlapped.

Her crimson, glistening eyes seduced him, and she whispered in his ear as he remained frozen:

"Don't move... Be quiet."
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"Kyaaah!! Isn't that too provocative!? Is that even allowed there!?"

Lu was making a huge fuss despite being the one who arranged it all.

Elizabeth ignored the commotion and narrowed her eyes as she observed the scene.

"Seeing it with my own eyes makes it really... disgusting."
"What happened to the composure of the official wife?"
"That's a separate issue, this is..."

Although she had given permission, actually seeing it in person felt different.

She wanted to rush over and stop it, but it was already too late for that.

'What can I do now that I've given permission...'

Her heart ached a little, but it was bearable enough.

"Your Majesty is showing jealousy, which is somewhat unexpected."
"Of course, I'm just an ordinary person too..."
"Still, please don't hate her too much. When you get to know her, she's actually quite pitiful."

Elizabeth knew her fairly well.

As a comrade in the same boat, she had taken interest in her, and he had told her about her too.

Perhaps that's why she couldn't bring herself to say anything harsh.

"Knowing that makes it hard for me to say anything..."

***

When I came to my senses, an unfamiliar ceiling greeted me.

I stared at that ceiling, recalling yesterday's breathtaking events.

'Wow... really... what should I do...?'

I no longer had the face to brazenly return and look at her. No matter the atmosphere or situation, it was clearly an act of adultery.

And so soon after getting married...

I looked at her sleeping soundly beside me.

Her horns, noticeably longer than usual, combined with yesterday's memories, made her look even more enchanting.

"Yesterday was... [Enchantment]?"

The name "succubus" suited her perfectly yesterday.

I was truly, literally bewitched.

"Yes, [Enchantment] is correct."
"!?"
"Don't be so surprised, I've been here for a while now."

The suddenly appearing succubus smiled brightly, clearly pleased about something. Then she looked back and forth between me and her.

Lu saw my expression and said:

"Don't worry too much, we did it with permission, after all."
"Permission?"
"Yes, permission."
"From whom?"

Only one person came to mind, but I had to make sure.

Lu answered with a look that suggested my question was obvious.

"From your wife, of course. Who else?"
"You got permission? Really?"
"Yes, do you have any idea how much trouble I went through to get that permission?"
"..."

The relief that yesterday's actions could be justified because permission was granted was overshadowed by questions about the fact itself.

Why did she give permission?

I thought she used to really dislike people like that...

Lu spoke as if she had read my mind.

"If you're that curious, you can just ask her yourself. She's here."
"Huh?"
"She should be having breakfast right now."

***

At first, I thought it was absolutely impossible—that I would never give permission, no matter who it was.

But gradually... gradually my thinking changed.

The turning point was probably then.

Around the time we were preparing for the wedding, that succubus came to visit. That must have been when it happened.

-Would you consider sharing him with me? Even just a little... please.-

Come to think of it, she seems to have liked Albert for quite a long time.

Even if she hadn't been aware of her feelings of affection herself.

As I listened to Lu's story bit by bit, my thinking changed.

'Could it be because I was his first?'

If I hadn't been the first... if someone else had recognized Albert's potential... what would have happened?

Even then, my thoughts were still relatively firm.

So what? In the end, I was his first, and ultimately, I was the one Albert loved and still loves, wasn't I?

Then the wedding began, and the expression I saw on her face was almost... frozen.

She looked sad.

She wasn't crying or showing anger.

But she looked sad.

'That could have been me...'

The thought that I could have been that pitiful and miserable gave me chills.

If I had been in that state...

It was too horrifying to even think about. But she was clearly experiencing those emotions.

That fact created a change.

'Maybe... it's right to share a little?'

It might be mere sympathy or hypocrisy.

But if it could fill her emotional void... wouldn't that be good?

Afterward, although I gave permission, I had many concerns.

But now it was time to end those worries.

"Um..."

Albert stood before me, not knowing what to do. If he was going to be like this, why did he even show up?

Still, I liked even that aspect of him.

I felt jealous about yesterday's events, but seeing him like this didn't make me feel too bad.

"It's okay."
"Re... ally?"
"Yes, really."

After giving him that assurance, he blinked twice.

Then he carefully picked up his spoon and began eating.

He looked somewhat uncomfortable.

"Do you have any questions?"
"Um... can I ask?"
"Of course, and please speak casually."
"Why did you give permission?"

I had expected this to some extent.

I thought Albert would almost certainly ask such a question.

"Because Miss Lilith likes you too."
"You're very... open-minded?"
"I thought it was unreasonable for her to continue living like that."
"And chasing after someone else's man is reasonable?"
"More reasonable than the former, and..."

I trailed off, and he put down what he was eating and stared at me blankly as I continued.

"Anyway, you love me, don't you? That's enough for me."
"Well, that's... true, but then... what happens now?"
"Miss Lilith becomes Albert's concubine, that's all."
"Is that allowed?"

He is a Grand Duke, not an Emperor.

While there are countless cases of Emperors taking concubines, it's extremely rare for Grand Dukes to do so.

"No? I don't think it's allowed. We could do it, but... we'd face a lot of criticism."
"We could keep it private."
"That's fine with me."

The criticism would be directed at her, not me.

And I didn't think the criticism would be that severe. After all, he's a hero who saved the country, isn't he? People would probably overlook this level of immoral behavior.

"Something feels off..."
"What feels off?"

Another succubus appeared in the dining room, wearing clothes that reminded me of yesterday's dizzying memories.

Behind her, the orchestrator of this situation was smiling brightly.

She at least had the conscience to sit in a chair away from both Albert and me.

I said, looking at her:

"You can sit next to my husband if you want."
"I'm sorry..."
"What are you sorry for?"
"I'm sorry..."

It was amusing.

Seeing her trembling and whimpering made her fun to tease. There was a certain pleasure in teasing her.

She glanced at me repeatedly and said:

"I'm really... sorry. I originally intended to just endure it, but..."
"But?"
"When the situation arose... it was difficult..."
"It's okay, I understand. I might have done the same in your position."
"R-really?"

A ray of hope, like rain in a drought—that was her reaction.

That reaction... for some reason, I felt like betraying that hope.

"No? I think I would have endured it."
"..."

Lilith whimpered at my serious expression.

She looked so cute, it was hard to believe she was a high-ranking demon who had lived for hundreds of years.

The other two were trying to hold back their laughter at the somehow funny situation.

"I'm just joking. Let's get along well from now on."
"Yes..."

Albert scratched his head in that awkwardly uncomfortable situation.

***

A chilly and quiet night.

The sour smell of alcohol permeated the air, and my head was throbbing. As my consciousness grew dimmer, an absurd statement hit the back of my head like a slap on my shoulder.

"Must be nice these days? Living the good life, huh?"

Whether drunk or out of his mind... at least he wouldn't say such things while sober.

Even knowing that, it was quite an infuriating comment.

"Take it easy."
"No...! It's true, isn't it?"
"Haha... if you want to get hit, keep talking like that."
"Why...? Don't you like it?"

When he asked again like that, I couldn't easily open my mouth.

It was certainly difficult.

Going back and forth... receiving my fair share of criticism and having plenty to do.

But... I didn't dislike it at all.

"So you do like it...! You bastard!! Who do you think you are...! Taking a concubine like you're some Emperor!!"
"I know..."
"So... have you tried that?"
"That?"
"You know...! Since there are three of you... Aargh...!! Why are you hitting me!?"

Raykle, who had suddenly shut the mouth spewing nonsense, asked me:

"But did you like her originally?"
"No...? I'm not sure."
"Then do you like her now?"
"Now..."

Originally, there was quite a distance. It was more like camaraderie between colleagues than affection.

But from the moment she revealed her feelings, the situation changed significantly.

Because of her position as a concubine, I didn't dislike how she would be mindful of Elizabeth's feelings, or how she would agonize over whether to call me when my schedule allowed, or how she would be overjoyed at every bit of physical contact.

"I think I love her now."

I used to be someone who loved only one person... but I've changed a lot.

Still... it wasn't so bad.

The thought that if those people are happy and I'm happy, then it's good—that thought had grown and taken root in me at some point.

Of course, that thought wasn't particularly moral.

"It's rationalization, but... what can I do?"

The water was already spilled.
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We couldn't go on a honeymoon after getting married.

We were busy, and the circumstances weren't great, so it was difficult.

Still, I always kept that dream in a corner of my heart.

"I want to go on a honeymoon."

Isn't it unfair? Everyone else gets married, goes on a honeymoon, laughs and has fun with their wives, but I couldn't do that...

There couldn't be anything more unfair in this world.

Plus, the reactions from people around me were pretty good.

Lately, everyone seemed to treat me like garbage, but when I brought this up, they agreed it was a good idea.

"A honeymoon? That sounds great! Your sister must have had a hard time, so go have some fun together."
"Is it okay?"
"Of course, after what you did, you should at least do that much for her."

Aelin was thinking quite positively about it.

However, that expression "what you did" mixed in her words bothered me a bit.

"Am I really garbage?"
"Yes."
"How bad?"
"Too bad to even be recycled."
"..."

I had nothing... absolutely nothing I could say.

After that conversation that left me speechless, while I was drinking tea, somehow a familiar face caught my eye.

That person was approaching here with a deeply furrowed brow, as if something was wrong.

And... with both fists clenched as tightly as possible.

"Haha... Hello? It's been a while?"
"You...! How dare you say it's been a while?!"

He swung his beast-like, sturdy fist.

That fist was emanating enough spirit to pierce through everything that existed before him.

I activated [Mortal's End] and caught his fist with both hands.

-KWAKWAKWABANG!!!-

It was heavy, like an entire castle.

The heavy fist threatened me, and I stood my ground, putting all my strength into my feet.

Then my body, which had been gradually pushed back, seemed to regain its senses and stopped.

Steam rose from my hands that caught the blow, and a small amount of blood flowed out as if my skin had been scraped off.

'He's serious...'

If he had just swung his fists like this, I wondered if he could have defeated Bael by himself. That's how serious he was.

By that point, I was starting to regret calling him.

"Um... please calm down..."
"If you were in my position, could you calm down?!"
"Of course... not, but wait a moment. Let me explain why I called you."

At least he listened quietly as I continued speaking.

That was somewhat fortunate.

"We couldn't go on our honeymoon, so we're planning to go now... is that okay?"
"Honeymoon...?"
"Yes! But let's put down that fist... and talk."

When the word "honeymoon" came out, he seemed to come to his senses and barely managed to lower his fist.

I also relaxed and released my skill.

"Not a bad idea, right?"
"That's one thing, but why did you do it?"
"Ah..."

He had calmed down, but it seemed what he really wanted to know wasn't about the honeymoon.

Since I didn't want to make excuses, I risked my life to change the subject.

"What do you think Elly would like? The sea? A valley? Those places would be better than the city, right?"
"Of course, she'd like the sea."
"Yes, I like the sea too."
"So?"

It seemed this person had no intention of giving up.

Looking at the familiar gaze I could feel from far away, I asked.

"Um... couldn't you ask Elly instead of me?"
"You don't want to talk about it? If you don't, just say so."
"Yes, I don't want to talk about it."
"..."

He was at a loss for words when I responded so brazenly.

Instead, his clenched fist was gradually rising again.

It seemed like this wasn't going to just blow over, so I decided to take a risky move.

A risky move that would leave me with absolutely nothing to gain.

"Just hit me until you feel better."

***

-PUCK! PUPUPUCK!?! KWABANG!!-

The sound of fists and groans creeping up from below...

Riel was watching with an expression as if she were watching an exciting TV show.

"Wow... that must hurt."
"When do you think it will end?"
"I'm not sure? There's no sign of it ending yet."

She also sat next to Riel, watching the scene.

Although she felt sorry for him, she had no intention of helping since it was the path he had chosen.

That was definitely the case, but...

"When is this going to end?"

Ten minutes, twenty minutes, an hour passed, and it still didn't end.

Just when she was starting to think she should give up and stop them, he stopped.

"Please bring that person over here."
"Yes!"

Riel ran over excitedly.

Albert, whose body was covered in blood, somehow managed to reach where she was with Riel's help.

"Ah..."

Albert was somehow standing with his battered body.

Moreover, he opened his mouth as if nothing was wrong.

"Honey."
"Yes? But are you okay?"
"More importantly... shall we go on our honeymoon?"

***

And that's how they came on their honeymoon.

Of course, the destination was Claude, a port city and city-state located near the sea that both of them loved so much.

Being quite distant from other countries, Claude had been disconnected from wars for a long time and was always fulfilling its role as a tourist destination.

They too had come to this place, which was considered one of the top honeymoon destinations for everyone.

Albert took a deep breath.

"Wow! The smell of the sea!! The surrounding magic feels refreshing because of the sea!"

The salty smell of the sea, which he had never experienced before, made him realize that they were finally on a proper vacation.

Elizabeth also smelled it and, though she didn't show it, was really enjoying it.

Behind the two of them was a person with an awkward expression, staring blankly.

"The sea...?"
"Is this your first time at the sea?"
"Yeah... first time in my life..."
"Really... what have you been doing all this time?"

It was somewhat realistic since if one was engaged in special cases like training, they would mostly be stuck at home, and even if they received missions, the reality was that there was no sea to be found on the continent no matter how hard one looked.

Moreover, since the Babylon Kingdom didn't have media like mobile phones or televisions, it was inevitable that such experiences would be limited.

"Here, wear this."
"What is it? Glasses?"
"They're a bit different."

Lilith put on the sunglasses she was handed and looked around in surprise, turning her head this way and that.

Her innocent appearance, like a country girl... was so different from her usual image.

"What are you doing?"
"No... it suddenly got dark... but, is this... because of the sun?"
"That's right, I thought you wouldn't like that."

As if she had never received such consideration before, she was really happy about something so trivial.

Her eyes were smiling so much that it was visible even with the sunglasses on.

Elizabeth spoke in a voice soft enough that only Albert could hear.

"It makes me sick...?"
"Don't show it too much, you know I love her..."

It was heartbreaking to see her being so considerate.

Of course, Elizabeth had reason to feel hurt, but it was a situation she could fully understand.

After all, this honeymoon was also meant to help them get closer to Lilith.

"You're really terrible... can you even call yourself human?"
"I'm sorry."
"You're not sorry at all."
"Anyway! Since we're here to have fun, let's just enjoy ourselves without thinking about anything else for now!"

She agreed with that opinion.

There's probably no one who would want to say unpleasant things after coming all the way here.

Albert gave Lilith, who was smiling after hearing only his last words, a strange look.

"What's wrong...?"
"You're not planning to go into the water like that, are you?"
"O-Of course not...! I know that...!!"

Her face, as she raised her voice, was gradually turning red.

Albert said to her as she twisted her body and blinked her eyes severely.

"Come out wearing it together, I'll be waiting."

***

The two people, excluding Albert, entered the changing room together in a rather awkward situation.

Moreover, there was no one else inside, which made it even more awkward.

In that suffocating situation, the first to break the silence was Elizabeth.

Elizabeth slowly... very slowly grabbed her chest with both hands as she was undressing.

"Kyaaaak!!!"
"You're bigger than I thought. I knew you were big, but to this extent... I thought I was pretty decent myself, but this makes me a bit insecure!"
"N-No... no...! That..."

She was so surprised that she couldn't even speak properly. Elizabeth wanted to tease her more but restrained herself and let go.

Then she was breathing heavily.

"Since it's come to this, don't be self-conscious. I think it would be more comfortable for you too."
"But... that's not something I can control..."
"Then let's take it slow. First..."

Elizabeth looked her up and down.

"You're fully prepared, I'm surprised."
"This isn't something I prepared..."
"But what's wrong with your body? Are you sick?"

Since earlier, or more precisely, since that day, she had been twisting her body little by little.

Noticing her gaze gradually moving downward, she hastily spoke.

"It's... it's nothing special!! Really...!"
"Is that so? Then let's go out."

The two of them, dressed in swimsuits, linked arms and left the changing room.

"He'll be really surprised when we go out like this. Look forward to it."

***

A brief moment.

When that brief moment, which felt both long and short, came to an end, a situation where I had no idea where to look, in many ways, came upon me.

While Elly's appearance was also incomparably different from usual, to the point where comparing would be disrespectful, Lilith's was truly overwhelming.

At that time, I wasn't fully aware because I wasn't in my right mind, but... really... her figure was incredible.

It was an ordinary bikini no different from others, but the overwhelming presence emanating from her physique was on another level.

"Wow..."
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As I stared at her as if entranced, she deliberately avoided my gaze.

It seemed she was definitely feeling uncomfortable.

"You'll get bugs in your mouth if you keep it open like that."
"Both of you look great in your swimsuits."
"You were only looking at her, not me."
"You're plenty beautiful too."
"That's just empty flattery..."

Even as she said this, the way she secretly enjoyed the compliment was endlessly adorable.

I headed to the beach with the two of them.

"The ocean... it's beautiful..."

The deep blue seawater and the clear sky stretching above it made my heart feel completely at ease.

That natural scenery, something you could never see in the city, was truly... beautiful.

The two of them, excited by the sight, ran straight toward the ocean.

"Let's hurry!?"
"Huh..? W-wait..! Hold on a second!"

Elly was pulled directly toward the sea by her hand.

I unpacked our belongings under the parasol that had been set up.

"Shouldn't you put on sunscreen before going in?"

Hearing my words, the two stopped, calmed their excitement, and walked back toward me.

The already beautiful scenery became even more delightful with those two in it, making me incredibly happy just watching.

"Come to think of it, I completely forgot about that."

Elizabeth naturally took off her outer clothes and immediately lay down, as if that had been her plan all along.

It was an extremely blatant display.

"Geez... what if someone sees you?"
"Let them see, it's none of our business, is it?"

There weren't many people around, but there weren't none either.

Moreover, as soon as they appeared on the beach, quite a few gazes were directed our way.

It felt pretty good.

So I decided to just go with the flow.

"Fine, I'll do it. I'll do it."

I squeezed sunscreen onto my hands and rubbed them together.

Then I immediately began applying it to Elizabeth's body.

When I felt both the slick sunscreen and Elizabeth's soft skin at the same time, I started feeling... strange.

"You're enjoying this more than I expected."
"That's why we came, right? And opportunities like this are rare, so we should enjoy them fully."
"That's not what I meant."

As I started putting my hands on Elly's body, I noticed more and more stares focusing on us. Honestly, it was a bit annoying, but also somewhat nice.

Most of those people were staring despite having girlfriends or wives right beside them.

Of course, no one was openly staring at this scene.

Except for this one who suddenly became docile with a bright red face right next to me.

"Wow... wooow..."
"I'm done."

When I finished applying the sunscreen, she stared blankly at my hands.

I didn't particularly react, but Elly's case was different.

"You need sunscreen too, sis. Otherwise, you'll get terribly burned."
"But... um..."
"Lie down. Our darling will apply it for you. Come on, don't be shy!"

Elly caught her as she was backing away and kindly laid her down on the mat.

Her body was quite stiff, as if she was nervous. I gently touched her.

"Eek..!"

She looked at me with startled, puppy-like eyes.

I had no choice but to place my hands on her body very slowly.

While Elly's soft touch was artistic, this one was on another level entirely.

"You're soft."
"Don't... say things like that..."

She bit her lip as she spoke.

I wanted nothing more than to cross the line right then and there, but with so many eyes watching, I had no choice but to hold back.

So I slightly lifted her underwear and poked the protruding part firmly.

"What..! What are you doing..!!"
"Just kidding, just kidding."
"Don't do that..."

The pudding-like soft sensation and the tearful expression she made whenever I teased her occasionally...

And despite her protests, the way she waited patiently until I finished... as a man, it was impossible not to like it.

'How did I hold back until now...?'

I found my past self both pathetic and impressive.

Having such a woman by my side and not doing anything... even I was surprised at myself.

"Always playing around..."
"It's because you're so cute, sis. But Albert, you're showing remarkable restraint."
"Of course... I don't want to get arrested."
"Sis! Let's go now!?"

This time, the situation was reversed.

Elly, full of excitement, put her hand inside her sleeve.

Then she ran straight ahead.

"W-wait a moment..!"

Flustered, she tried to shake off Elly, but it was already too late.

In the end, the two of them ran with all their might and threw themselves into the water.

-Splash!!-

The two of them somehow seemed like children.

Both of them looked pure—she was amazed by everything she was experiencing for the first time at the sea, and Elly was splashing around excitedly on a long-awaited vacation.

I hadn't seen this side of them before, but coming to a new place revealed new aspects of them.

It made me really happy.

I had been watching these two for a relatively—and absolutely—long time.

Yet they still had new sides to show me.

I felt that this alone made the trip worthwhile.

And then...

'Should I play like a child too?'

The thought came to me naturally.

I too, like her and Elly, entered the water.

Then I splashed water in all directions.

-Splash!!-

Perhaps because I let a bit of magic flow, it wasn't an ordinary splash.

Elly, soaked from the water, looked at me with a smile.

"So that's how you want to play, huh?"
"It looked fun."
"Sis, shall we form an alliance for a moment?"
"Alliance?"
"Yes, though the enemy of my enemy isn't necessarily my friend."
"I'm in!"

And so, an impromptu water fight began.

Of course, I was the one who started it.

I splashed water with all my might, even adding a bit of magic.

-Splaaash!!!-

That one shot became the signal for battle.

***

About 30 minutes later.

They were still playing like that. Yet there was no end to the battle in sight.

All three of us were monsters when it came to stamina, so it wouldn't end with just a moderate effort.

At least, that's what I thought.

However...

After 1 hour...

2 hours...

3 hours of this, it was surprisingly exhausting.

Still, the two of them seemed to want to continue...

"Shall we call it quits?"

At Albert's proposal for a ceasefire, they reluctantly conceded.

In the end, the three of us returned under the parasol and collapsed on the ground, panting.

Albert, who had been facing both of them, looked the most tired.

"Wow... you two are relentless, absolutely relentless."
"You started it first, darling."
"I'm kind of regretting it now..."

After using up all our energy at once, we got hungry again.

In that situation, we spotted several restaurants, though they were quite far away.

But such things were just minor issues.

Being extremely hungry, he immediately got up from his seat.

"Want to go get something to eat?"
"Sounds good."
"I'd like that too."

Since they were in the same state, they naturally accepted his proposal.

Pleased by this, he headed toward the restaurants, clearly showing his excitement.

She and Elly followed behind him.

"I wonder what they have? I'm really looking forward to it."
"..."

She looked uncomfortable somehow, her face growing redder and sweat pouring down.

She had been like that to some extent before, but it got worse after the water fight.

Fortunately, Elly knew why she was acting that way.

So she quietly advised her.

"I'll give you some space, so hurry up and get it over with."
"What...?"

Finally entering the restaurant, the three of them took a table and ordered food.

She kept waiting for an opportunity.

"Are you feeling sick somewhere?"
"No? I'm fine... just hot, that's all."
"Really?"

Reassured, Albert headed to the bathroom without worry, and at that moment, she also got up from her seat.

There might be other people in the bathroom, but that wasn't important to her right now.

"Haa... haa..."

Eventually, she entered the men's bathroom and grabbed his hand as he was coming out after finishing his business.

Then she quickly pulled him into an empty stall.

"What... what are you doing here?"
"Haa... haaa... it's all your fault..."
"Huh? What do you mean?"
"I wasn't like this before... but since that day... I've become like this..."

She said strange things while trying to pull down his pants.

Of course, he stopped her.

"Wait... here? Are you crazy?"
"That's... that's not what matters... hurry, give it to me quickly..."

He didn't know what to do.

But of course, she had no intention of considering his situation.

"I've been waiting for so long... hurry up and give it to me."

She was so frustrated that she threw off her swimsuit.

Without a stitch of clothing on, she clung to him.

She could have used [Enchantment] if it was really urgent, but she didn't.

"I'm being very patient here... this is the last time, hurry up and give it to me."

He seemed to have finally accepted the current situation.

"Ah, seriously! If we get caught, I don't know anything, okay?"
"Haa... it's been so long. Do you know how long I've been waiting...?"
"Be quiet."
"I've been suffering so much without you... mmph..!!"

The voices from that stall suddenly disappeared.

However, it was only the voices that disappeared, nothing else.

People still couldn't help but pay attention to that stall afterward.

They probably thought they were hiding well, but that thought was an arrogant delusion.

Looking at that dreamlike scene, he—who would probably never realize this fact—said:

"Finally, some peace and quiet."
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"So? Was it good? You were at it for quite a while."

She hung her head low at those words, as if she were a criminal.

She seemed very apologetic, perhaps because it had happened due to her inability to control her desires.

"I'm sorry... really..."
"Are you always like that?"
"I could usually hold back, but after playing around like that earlier..."

It seemed to be because her physical energy had been depleted too much.

Since they both had known about this to some extent for a while, neither made a big deal out of it.

The atmosphere was rather understanding.

"Don't hold back too much. I'll help you anytime, as long as it's not an inconvenient situation."
"Okay..."
"By the way, sister, you're quite aggressive, aren't you? Going in like that and bam!"
"Wow... I really wondered if this was what being a succubus is like."

The atmosphere was understanding yet gradually turning teasing—their rhythm as a couple was indeed in sync.

Still, since the food was delicious, not many words were exchanged.

Albert, being a light eater, put down his spoon after eating a moderate amount.

Then he watched the two people who were savoring their food enthusiastically.

And then suddenly... he said something completely out of the blue.

"But somehow... I'm looking forward to it."
"Looking forward? Suddenly? To what?"
"I'm going to be a father soon, right? It just occurred to me."
"Ah~ That is something to look forward to."

The two were quite excited about that prospect.

Neither of them particularly liked children in general, but it was different when it came to their own baby.

"What should we name it?"
"We should start with a prenatal name, what would be good? Do you have anything in mind?"
"Not really..."

Since it was clearly an important matter, both of them appeared to be thinking hard about it.

Lilith, caught between them, was looking down at her own abdomen with a hopeful thought.

'Am I pregnant...?'

That curiosity circled in her mind.

'We did it so many times... it must be certain, right?'

She too was imagining her indescribably happy future.

A daughter who resembled Albert... a future where that daughter would call her "mom"—just thinking about it made her happy.

If she could welcome such a future, she felt she would be happy even if another war broke out.

"Your expression looks really silly right now."
"Huh... what?"
"What were you thinking about?"
"Nothing special... just that it would be really nice to have a daughter like you."

At those words, the two fell into a moment of contemplation.

Then, for some reason, they nodded with mysterious smiles.

"Not bad."
"I like it! It feels good just imagining it. But if that happens, we'll need to be serious about early education."
"That's always necessary anyway."
"I mean we'd need to be even more careful in that case. How popular would a daughter who looks like Albert be? It wouldn't just be 'somewhat' popular, right?"

And if she were a succubus, it would be even more so.

Albert's expression, having realized this fact, turned serious, unlike before.

Albert also seemed highly likely to become a doting father.

"That's true... but if she's my daughter, wouldn't she be able to fend them off herself?"
"What if she can't?"
"Then... I'll have to do it for her."

If Albert were standing guard behind her, no one would dare approach.

Who would fearlessly stand before him when one wrong move could mean death?

Unless they were as stubborn as Albert, it would be difficult.

"Now I understand... it was all inevitable, wasn't it?"

Elizabeth finally understood her father's feelings.

The overprotectiveness, the pre-arranged engagement—it was all her father's unavoidable concern.

Albert would be no less protective if anything.

"Protection is good, but do it in moderation."
"It's difficult... thinking about it now, maybe it would be better to have a son... but daughters are much cuter..."

The deliberation went on longer than expected.

Of course, since they couldn't decide this themselves, it wasn't a particularly meaningful discussion.

***

And so, the three of them traveled together, eating what they wanted and doing what they pleased, spending happy times.

At first, when they went into the water and did those things, they had overflowing energy, but now they were quite tired.

However, there was something they couldn't give up, regardless of that.

Now that Albert was away, the two were engaged in a battle of nerves to claim it.

"Shouldn't I be the one to do it!? I'm the legal wife, and sister, you already did it earlier. You're so greedy!"
"I'm the protagonist of this episode anyway, right? Do you think the author will just let it happen like that?"

The battle of nerves that erupted in Albert's absence was reaching its climax.

Now they had even drawn their swords.

"Or should we decide fairly with a bet? We fight right now, and the winner gets to sleep with Albert tonight, how about that?"

It was truly absurd, but Elizabeth couldn't back down either.

And if she didn't establish her authority once, the other would keep pushing boundaries.

"Fine!? Let's fight! I've been wanting to try this for a while anyway."

As soon as those words ended, her sword moved swiftly.

The sword cut through the air and grazed Elizabeth's cheek.

-Swoosh!!-

If Elizabeth hadn't reacted by moving her head, it would have left quite a deep wound.

"So this is how you want to play it, huh?"

Seeing her rather serious attitude, Elizabeth immediately activated [Bitter Cold].

Countless ice spears appeared in droves and advanced relentlessly toward her.

-Clang!! Thud!!!-

The spears crumbled under her sword strikes; indeed, it was unrealistic to subdue her with such spears.

However, what had originally been only dozens of spears began to increase exponentially.

-Crash! Crash-crash-crash!!!-

Moreover, these spears exploded upon embedding in the ground, leaving traces of their presence.

It might seem like a trivial effect, but when hundreds or thousands of spears were all doing this, the cold energy became impossible to ignore.

"Ugh..!"

Her body gradually slowed down, and as a result, attacks that would normally have no chance began to reach her.

-Swish! Swish-swish!!-

She tried her best to dodge and break them, but her increasingly freezing arms and legs were not up to the task.

So she too decided not to show any mercy.

"Be careful, this might be a bit dangerous!"

A large amount of mana concentrating in one place made the battlefield tense. The air around it shimmered, and the cool scent of mana vibrated.

Realizing something was wrong with this change, Elizabeth tried to escape, but it was already too late.

"Ah... really..."

The wave of mana released from her sword flew relentlessly toward Elizabeth.

A mystical scene unfolded, like an eagle hunting its prey.

However... structurally, Elizabeth, who was the prey, wasn't afraid at all.

Rather, she boldly pointed her staff at the approaching wave.

And then quietly... she said:

"[Absolute Zero]."

At that moment, a cold and merciless chill, no different from an ice age, descended upon the area.

A coldness that seemed capable of stopping not only mana but even the flow of air engulfed the wave.

-Crack-crack-crack!!-

The wave froze completely, starting from where it touched the staff, and through the gaps in the frozen wave appeared a single fish.

That fish swam hard and instantly arrived right in front of her.

"Ah... I lost...?"

Elizabeth, who had brought her spear close enough to almost touch her, approached her while savoring the feeling of victory.

With a confident expression, Elizabeth said:

"I won, didn't I?"
"No... I lost... I really wanted to sleep together..."

That emotion was clearly visible even in the battle just now.

For her to put so much effort into the bet when she would normally have been more moderate... it showed how strong her desire was.

When defeat was confirmed, she wore an expression as if she had lost a country. Seeing such an expression, how could one make her sleep alone?

Elizabeth withdrew [Bitter Cold] and her spear and said:

"Let's just! Sleep together, is that okay?"

***

I was about to return after buying plenty of late-night snacks near the lodging.

Numerous ice chunks scattered in front of the lodging building... it was obvious whose doing it was.

And naturally, I wondered:

'Why?'

Why? I was curious about why they had done such a thing.

So I hurried to the lodging.

As I took the elevator up to our floor, I felt a strange sensation... it felt like something unusual was about to happen again.

I knocked on the door with concern about that strange feeling.

-Click!-

The door opened.

I entered through the door.

And then... should I say it was strange? Anyway, a strange sight greeted me.

"Master! Do you have any idea how long we've been waiting for you!?"
"Do you... have any idea...?"

For some reason, the two people were greeting me while kneeling, dressed in maid uniforms...

It was quite peculiar.

People who were emperors and kings of countries... voluntarily wearing maid uniforms... but it felt really good.

"I didn't expect this kind of event."

I was definitely tired.

I had planned to drink and eat moderately and then go to sleep. But that plan vanished in an instant.

Is this what a honeymoon is?

This honeymoon I'm experiencing is probably the happiest honeymoon a human being could have.

'I'd better not think about it too much...'
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The world had found peace thanks to them, and those who had gifted peace to the world were shining in their respective positions.

Since peace had already arrived, they could have taken it easy, but they didn't.

Like gifted prodigies from a country still in the midst of war, they honed themselves rigorously day after day.

Ordinary people wouldn't understand.

But what's certain is that the world could remain peaceful because of their efforts.

"Haa... Haa..."

Today too, the young man was swinging his sword alone in the vast training ground.

Yesterday, today, and probably tomorrow as well, he would be doing the same.

Normally, it would have been an incredibly lonely affair.

But he wasn't lonely at all.

That's because there was always someone watching him at the training ground.

A child with snow-white hair like the depths of winter, and contrasting jet-black eyes that gave them an exotic appearance.

The child called the young man:

"Daddy!!"

The young man, addressed as daddy, responded to the call.

"Yes? What is it, Albert?"
"I want to do that too!"

Albert always wanted to imitate his parents.

He had read many books following his mother's example, and now it seemed he wanted to wield a sword like his father.

It was a good thing.

All the things he wanted to imitate were beneficial activities that would help him in the future.

Still, the father was hesitant.

'Should I teach him?'

He wanted to let him hold a sword right away, but swords were dangerous objects, so he was worried... well, not exactly worried about that, but about what Ellie might say.

Still, it wasn't a bad thing, so she probably wouldn't scold him too harshly.

"Alright, it's about time you tried. You're already five years old, after all."
"That's right!"

He surveyed the armory filled with weapons.

Then, grabbing two wooden swords, he returned to the training ground.

Albert tilted his head when he saw the wooden swords.

"They're different from what you were holding?"
"You have to use these."
"Can't I use the same one as you?"
"You can't... hold the same one as me."

When he firmly stated this, Albert asked with teary eyes.

"Why...? I want to use that one too..."
"This is something only daddy can use, but if you work hard, you'll be able to wield an even cooler sword than this."
"Really...?"
"Yes, really. But if you don't work hard, you won't be able to. You probably can't even lift this one now?"
"No way...! I can lift it!"

With a confident expression, Albert snatched one of the wooden swords from him.

But as he had predicted, Albert couldn't lift it, and the wooden sword fell powerlessly to the ground.

-Thud!-

Seeing this, he said:

"See? You can't do it."
"Why...? Why can't I do it? Daddy can lift things much heavier than this!?"
"It's because you don't have enough strength."
"Strength...?"
"Yes, it's because you lack strength. So let's make lifting this your goal. How about that?"

Albert stared at the wooden sword lying on the ground.

He seemed lost in thought for a moment, and his father watched the adorable scene with a paternal smile.

"But isn't that too easy? Daddy swings it around like whoosh! whoosh! just like that..."
"You always start with simple goals at first. That's what I did too."
"Daddy couldn't lift it at first either?"
"Of course not."

Hearing that answer, Albert's eyes suddenly sparkled.

He immediately grabbed the wooden sword, determined to achieve the goal his father had set for him.

"How long did it take you, Daddy? How long?"
"I think it took me... about 3 days?"
"3 days? Okay! I'll definitely lift this within that time!!"

Albert had always grown up hearing praise about his father.

He constantly heard stories about how strong his father was when he was young and what an incredible genius he had been.

Perhaps because of this, while Albert respected his father, he also wanted to surpass this amazing father of his.

'That's a good thing.'

Having a goal is a good thing.

Of course, being a goal, it might be unattainable, but surely pursuing that goal would lead to significant growth.

Just as he himself had done in the past.

"Work hard. I'm sure you can do it."

***

While the father and son were passionately training...

A girl who looked strikingly similar to the young man from earlier... Despite being only five years old, she had a somewhat mature aura about her.

The girl sat by the bookshelf, watching her mother who was processing dozens of documents.

"I miss Daddy."
"Then go see him. You can just go."
"..."

Seemingly upset by her mother's lifeless response, the child pouted and wandered aimlessly around the area.

"Don't you miss Daddy, Mom?"
"I do miss him."
"Then why don't you go see him?"
"I have to work."
"When will you finish?"

The child missed her father.

But her father wasn't here.

"Why don't you live with Daddy? Other moms live with their daddies."
"Mom has to be here."
"Who says so?"
"The citizens?"

She was still too young to understand adult circumstances, of course.

For the child, her daddy and mommy were her entire world, so it couldn't be helped.

"What are citizens that they can separate Daddy and Mommy?"
"You'll understand everything when you're older."
"I miss him..."
"Tell Daddy you miss him. He's free, so he should be able to come."

He was indeed free.

That's why he could comfortably swing his sword at the training ground...

Though he wasn't completely free since he occasionally went to clear remaining dungeons.

Still, he would certainly have enough time to visit his beloved daughter.

"Should I? Mom misses Daddy too. I'll tell him to come here."
"Right."

The child turned on her mother's phone.

Then, as always, she dialed her father's number.

-Ring ring ring!! Ring ring ring! Ring ring ring!-

Only strange sounds kept echoing, but her father's voice wasn't heard.

Lilith sighed at the sight.

"What on earth is he doing...?"
"I don't know... But when are we going there again?"
"Do you miss him that much?"
"Mmm..."
"Then train hard. He might come just because he's proud of you."

That child, resembling who knows whom, was talented in many ways.

Being only one-quarter succubus, her abilities in that regard weren't strong, but her growth rate was almost as fast as a human's.

And on top of that, she had the unique power of a succubus...

"Really?"
"Yes."
"Anyway! I miss Daddy!"
-Beep!! Beep!!-

Just as she was whining, her mother's phone rang.

The child immediately snatched the phone.

"Daddy!? Is it Daddy!?"
-Yes, Bellian. Have you been well?-
"No? I haven't been well!"
-Why? Did something happen?-
"Something did happen! I haven't seen Daddy! It's been almost a month now..."

Bellian's expression brightened dramatically upon hearing her father's voice.

Just from hearing his voice, without even meeting or seeing his face.

-Wait just a little longer. I'll come visit next week or so.-
"Really!?"
-Really.-
"But Daddy!"
-Yes?-
"Can't you and Mommy just live together?"

Alber couldn't readily answer that question.

Of course, Bellian understood her father's circumstances to some extent.

Still, she couldn't help missing him.

-That might be a bit difficult.-
"When can we live together?"
-I'm not sure. You might have to wait a long time.-

He didn't want to upset his daughter.

However, he also didn't make up false promises, knowing that she would be even more disappointed if she found out they were lies. It was better to tell her the truth from the start.

-It's not that there's no way... but then you'd have to live apart from Mommy. You wouldn't want that, right?-
"I don't want that."
-Then please bear with the inconvenience a little. I'll try my best too.-
"Okay..."

She was a bit disappointed by this fact, but it was okay.

She could clearly feel that her father loved her, and besides, he said he'd visit next week.

"Then Daddy! See you next week!"
-Take care until then, don't overdo it and get hurt.-
"I will. Should I put Mommy on?"
-Yes, please.-

Bellian handed the phone to her mother.

-Honey?-
"Yes, what?"
-What are you doing?-
"What do you think I'm doing?"
-Why are you so sensitive today?-
"Because of you! It's all because of you!"

She was clearly shouting.

Yet, the corners of her mouth were almost reaching her ears.

-Suddenly?-
"So when are you coming?"
-Next week, I said.-
"Which day next week?"
-Around Wednesday?-
"And when are you leaving?"
-I'm planning to stay for about... a month.-

Upon hearing this, the mother and daughter looked at each other in shock.

But of course, neither of them believed it.

"You're joking, right?"
-It's true. I'm a bit free these days.-
"Alright, come quickly... It's been a bit boring lately."
-I will.-

As the call was about to end, Bellian started giving subtle hints.

The mother and daughter conversed in a quiet voice that wouldn't be heard over the phone.

"Say you love him."
"Why should I...? He should say it first."
"That's not how it works. Quickly, quickly."
"Ah... really... Honey."

She took a deep breath, waiting for Alber's response.

It might seem like no big deal between a married couple, but for her, it was significant enough.

-Yes?-
"I... I love you..."
-Oh, me too.-

With that exchange, the call ended...

She scolded her daughter for making her do something strange.

"Making me do weird things..."
"It's because you never say it, Mom."
"..."
"I love you too."

Bellian definitely took after Alber.

"Me too..."
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Unlike the somewhat harmonious family, the atmosphere in the bar was gloomy.

Inside were people troubled by various matters.

Despite having just arrived at the bar, Reina's face was already bright red, with empty bottles lined up beside her.

"Ah... the alcohol tastes sweet. Don't you think?"

Chris, who was drinking after a long time, asked with a grimace.

"What are you talking about? It's fucking bitter."
"You can say that because your life is going well..."
"Don't exaggerate. You're living just fine."

Reina let out a heavy sigh drawn from deep within.

She must have been through quite a lot until now.

"Of course I'm living well... but...! Is this right?"
"If you're talking about being single at your age, then I guess that makes sense."
"Why...? What's wrong with me...?"
"What do you... mean by that?"

That statement could be interpreted in two ways.

First, "Why don't people like me when I have nothing lacking?"

But that didn't make sense.

Dozens, even hundreds of men had already approached her, and even without that, there would be plenty of people who liked her.

So then...

"You mean why won't he accept you?"
"Yes! That woman gets accepted just fine, so why not me? Does that make any sense? I've liked him for much longer..."
"That's just how life is."

Reina buried her head on the table and tapped it lightly with her fist.

She seemed quite drunk.

Raicle scolded her upon seeing that unsightly appearance.

"It's a reunion after so long, can't you drink a bit slower?"
"Shut up... I'm not in a good mood right now..."
"Was your way of speaking always like this?"
"Not at all."

It seemed her speech and personality had changed somewhat after weathering the storms of time.

Well, that was natural.

Almost seven years had passed since their school days.

"Anyway, when is he coming?"

Unlike everyone else who had arrived on time, one person was late.

Moreover, that person was the cause of Reina's unusually irritable condition.

"Yeah, I wish he'd come quickly and deal with this."
"Hey! Raichel and Luna! Aren't you annoyed?"
"Here we go again..."
"No...!! Back in school, he'd put up walls no matter what we did, but after getting married, he cheats... that trash..."
"That's why I'm asking why you like such trash."

Thinking about it, it was strange.

They always called him a cheating piece of trash whenever they met, yet they themselves never gave up.

I wondered what great reason they had for holding on, but the answer was simpler than expected.

"He's amazing..."
"That's your reason?"
"What more do you need? If being better than any other man in this world is the reason, isn't that enough to like him? It's the same principle as you liking pretty women with good figures!"
"Alright, just don't get so worked up..."

She seemed like she would truly explode if provoked further.

However, compared to her, Luna and Rachel showed relatively calm reactions.

"It's definitely annoying, but what can we do? Right?"
"That's true..."

The two, who seemed to be at this reunion just for the meal, were enjoying the food while setting aside the conversation.

Reina spoke up, seeing this oddly mismatched response.

"Really? I understand Luna, but shouldn't you be more urgent? We're almost thirty..."
"We're still in our mid-twenties, twenty-six. Still young and fresh."
"..."

At a loss for words, Reina gave up and once again slammed her head on the table.

Behind her appeared a fine young man.

Holding the hand of a little girl who looked exactly like him, he placed his free hand on Reina's head.

"What's wrong with her?"

Though it had been a long time since she heard that voice, her heart still raced at the sound.

She raised her head, trying to hide her flushed ears.

"Oh... oh! You're here? Bellian came too?"
"Yes, hello, Auntie."
"Auntie..."
"Should I call you Big Sister instead?"
"That... would be nice..."

Bellian spoke with a familiar smile that reminded one of someone.

"Yes, understood. Big. Sister."

Seeing that smile that seemed so familiar, she looked at Albert.

Albert casually replied:

"I didn't teach her that."
"But really... she looks so much like you."
"I look like Daddy!? Really!?"

Bellian was extremely pleased at being told she resembled him, showing yet another new side of herself.

People had always said they looked alike, but not directly to her face.

"I see... you do look alike..."
"She really likes that, huh?"
"Somehow. Anyway, what have you all been up to lately?"

When there's nothing to talk about, catching up on recent events is always perfect.

But Albert seemed genuinely curious.

After all...

"I don't really do much."

His daily life hadn't changed at all from when he was training intensively.

But for the others, it was different.

Naturally, Reina was the first to speak up.

"I don't do much different either... just clearing dungeons every day."
"Come to think of it, your operation has grown quite large, hasn't it? It's impressive."

Reina's mega-party, Chronos, which she led.

Its scale could rival even a nation's army without falling short.

"It used to be really small, but somehow you've built it up to that level... truly amazing."
"It's nothing... really..."

Bellian watched the scene while eating the remaining side dishes.

'She's so happy...'

It was just one compliment, but she was extremely pleased.

Moreover, the compliment also revealed that he had been keeping an eye on her all this time, which made her even happier.

"What about the others?"

Since he already knew about Chris and Raicle, they didn't speak up.

Instead, the two who were actively working in the Orion Kingdom rather than the Kainis Empire spoke.

"We're working at the Academy, as professors."
"Ah~ I think I heard about that before. Luna too?"
"Yes, together. Come visit sometime. The kids would love it."
"Academy..."

When Bellian murmured that, Albert asked:

"Do you want to go?"
"Maybe once? But I don't want to attend."
"Why?"
"Then I'd have to be away from Daddy, and besides, I don't need that sort of thing."

It might seem like an arrogant answer, but no one thought of it that way.

At least in Bellian and Albert's case, attending the Academy would be meaningless. At most, it would be like experiencing life as a commoner.

Everyone assumed they would be at that level, being the children of Albert and Elizabeth.

However, since they hadn't actually seen it, they couldn't be certain.

Raicle asked Bellian:

"By the way, how strong are you?"
"Me?"
"Yes, you and Albert."
"He's not that strong."

That confident tone carried absolute certainty.

Raicle looked at Albert and asked:

"How is she?"
"Well... she's definitely strong, unbelievably so."

If Albert said that much, she must truly be powerful.

As her father, his assessment would be strict...

"She could probably beat the middle school division there."
"Isn't that... underestimating her too much?"
"I really think so."

It wasn't underestimation.

What was certain was that Bellian was already at that level.

Despite being only five years old.

"We could just try it out, but more importantly, have a drink. You rarely drink except at times like this."
"Should I...?"
"Yes, don't worry since I won't be drinking."

Bellian suddenly looked at Reina and winked as if giving her a signal.

At first, no one understood what it meant, but as the atmosphere warmed up and everyone became more intoxicated, it became clear.

"Don't you have any troubles these days? We're really struggling..."
"How could he have any? Always clearing dungeons alone and training day and night..."
"Troubles... well..."

Albert was pondering his concerns.

The fact that he didn't immediately deny having any suggested there was something.

"What is it?"
"I feel like I'm not doing anything these days..."
"...? Are you bragging now?"
"No... it's not that... Sometimes I wonder why I'm living like this, because I'm not doing anything."
"That's a good thing! Enjoy it! Enjoy it while you can!"

One might think such a carefree statement comes from someone with a full stomach, but for Albert, who wasn't used to such peace, it was a natural reaction.

Until now, he had never really rested.

Except before meeting Elizabeth...

'It feels like I've gone back to that time...'

Thinking about it that way, it could certainly be considered a concern.

He had almost hated his former self... Of course, such thoughts might seem strange to others.

But it couldn't be helped.

"Ah... my head is spinning... I'll step outside for a moment."

Albert frowned and touched his forehead.

"Bellian, stay here..."
"Yes, I'll stay put, so go ahead."
"Thanks."

Albert, apparently weak to alcohol, went outside for some fresh air.

As soon as he left the restaurant, Bellian said to Reina:

"Big Sister, what are you doing? Not following him?"
"Huh...?"
"You seem too drunk to make proper judgments, so go quickly."
"Is that okay...?"

A rather foolish question.

Though inwardly frustrated, Bellian didn't show it.

She had seen this many times before, and she thought that this was why Reina kept waiting endlessly.

So instead of giving sharp advice, Bellian gently pushed her back.

"Of course. I'm always rooting for you."
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There was always a feeling of a wall between us.

We were close and spent a lot of time together, but something was always missing. It felt like there was a wall installed to prevent us from ever truly connecting.

The reason was fairly simple.

He always had clear goals and pursued them with an almost pathological thoroughness.

'To the point of irritation...'

But from the day the war finally ended, his demeanor changed noticeably.

He transformed into someone who seemed relieved, as if he had put down a heavy burden he'd been carrying.

And gradually, little by little, gaps began to appear—gaps large enough for someone new to enter.

Of course, not many people had tried.

'At most, just that woman...'

But that one attempt had succeeded.

Seeing him look at and love a woman other than Elizabeth made me envious.

'Could I do it too? What's stopping me?'

I had such thoughts, but I never actually tried.

Perhaps the reason was quite trivial.

For example, not wanting to drift apart by doing something strange... or simply missing the right timing...

"Coward. Hurry up while I'm still being nice about it."
"But... will it work?"
"The first step is always the hardest, but Mom already broke through for you."
"That might have worked because it was her..."

Bellian glared at her with contemptuous eyes as she rambled on.

Reina carefully rose from her seat.

"If this goes wrong, it's your fault..."
"Just do it, you chicken. And make it obvious. If you really can't manage, even a straightforward confession like 'I love you' would work."
"That's... that's ridiculous..."
"Just go before it's too late."

She followed behind him, walking with careful steps.

As soon as she opened the door and stepped outside, the cold night air brushed against her face. Just breathing caused white puffs to spread from her mouth.

It didn't seem this cold when she entered the bar... it was colder than she expected.

In this weather, the sight of him smiling contentedly while watching stray cats wandering the streets was like a scene from a movie.

Though he had changed quite a bit since then, he still maintained that same atmosphere.

Albert asked her as she followed him outside.

"Why did you come out? Ah... you did drink quite a bit too..."

She approached the table where he was sitting.

Then she pointed to the empty seat beside him.

Her finger looked unusually delicate, unlike the usual Reina.

"May I sit here?"
"Sure. Are you okay though? You seemed to have drunk a lot before I arrived."
"I'm fine, I didn't drink that much... If anything, you probably drank more than I did."

She had only drunk enough to not get too intoxicated since Albert arrived, but his case was different.

He normally didn't drink that much, but today he had drunk excessively.

"Why did you drink so much? It's not like you."
"I just... felt like it."
"Do you have something on your mind?"
"Something on my mind... something like that, I guess."
"What is it?"

Normally, even if she asked, he wouldn't tell her.

At most, he would probably brush it off with something like "It's nothing important anyway."

But now, something felt different.

She had the distinct feeling that 'if I ask, he might actually tell me' because he seemed so vulnerable.

And fortunately, that prediction became reality right before her eyes.

"These days I feel like... I'm living too peacefully, and I want to do something."
"Really...?"

She was pondering something deeply.

Albert just watched her.

"Then... would you like to join our party sometime? I think that might help with those feelings."
"Would that be okay?"
"Of course! Everyone would love it. There's hardly anyone who dislikes you. Especially people like us."

Recently, there had been some controversy about his women issues, but the impact of his past deeds was so great that everyone either dismissed it with a "these things happen" attitude or even suggested that his behavior was beneficial for the country.

And no matter what problems arose, he would remain a proper hero to them.

"Then... I should really go. Contact me sometime."
"I will...!"
"Thanks, really. I've had nothing to do lately..."

As she made the suggestion, his face, which had been gloomy until just moments ago, began to brighten.

"But don't you already clear dungeons regularly?"
"Doing it together is different. I can... help others."

Though the activity itself wouldn't change much, the fact that he could be with others and help them seemed to have changed his mindset.

"I had been thinking about trying it, but I kept wondering, 'Would it be okay for me to do that?'"
"Or separately from that, you could join the Academy."

Come to think of it, there was the option of becoming a teacher at the Academy.

"That's not a bad idea..."

Reina suddenly took out her phone and checked something.

Then she spoke in a more excited voice.

"Are you free tomorrow by any chance?"
"Tomorrow? I am, but why?"
"What I mentioned earlier—we're tackling a difficult dungeon tomorrow, and we're short on people. We were planning to hire mercenaries."

If Albert joined them, they would need only a quarter of the mercenaries they had originally planned for.

Even if it was an S-highest grade dungeon.

Since he didn't know what dungeon it was or where it was located, he couldn't help but worry.

"How difficult is it?"
"S-highest grade."
"Can you clear it?"
"We have to. It's a bit far, but if it erupts, it could affect our territory too."

In fact, the dungeon had become such an issue that it was featured in the news.

The difficulty of an S-highest grade dungeon would be beyond imagination.

However, the Kainis Empire and the Chronos Party were filled with outstanding talents.

There were two heroes who had left the Special Forces, and others like Andres, Briton, and Eve were also part of the party.

Albert, who had cleared an S-highest grade dungeon once before, was recalling that memory.

Bellian appeared silently beside Albert and sat down. Then she asked in an innocent voice.

"Can I go too?"
"Do you think you can?"
"Yes! I'm strong!"
"If Elly agrees to come along, I'll take you."
"Just say you don't want me to come."

It wasn't that he didn't want her to come; it was because it was dangerous.

No matter how strong Bellian was, she wasn't strong enough to survive and be effective in that dungeon.

"It's dangerous."
"What's dangerous when Dad is there?"
"Anyway, no."
"What if White Mom agrees to come too?"
"Then I'll take you, assuming you'll behave."
"Really!? You'll really take me!?"

Since there was no way Elizabeth would agree to come along, Albert nodded.

But Bellian didn't think so.

***

And that prediction became reality.

Dozens of people gathered here for the dungeon raid—it might have seemed too few for an S-highest grade dungeon, but that wasn't the case at all.

There were about 40 party members including Reina, plus Albert, and...

"She really came?"

Elizabeth and Bellian had also arrived.

Elizabeth seemed excited about the opportunity to fight after a long time.

"Because I'm needed here."
"Right, right!"
"Did you say that knowing this would happen?"
"Yes, I had a feeling it would!"

Elizabeth wasn't the only one excited.

Bellian, who normally only cleared dungeons up to D-grade at most, was thrilled to participate in such a high-level dungeon raid.

"Just don't overdo it."
"Yes! I understand!"

Finally, Albert found himself in a situation similar to what Elizabeth had experienced back then.

Elizabeth asked him with a smile that wasn't quite a smile.

"Now do you understand how I felt?"
"Haha... sorry..."
"By the way, did anything happen yesterday?"
"Yesterday? Not particularly?"
"As expected... how frustrating."

He didn't understand what was frustrating, but since it didn't seem important, he didn't pay much attention to it.

Instead, he followed Bellian, who suddenly ran toward Elizabeth.

Bellian abruptly ran toward Reina and handed her something from her pocket.

"Sis, eat this! It's really delicious!"
"Hmm...? What is this?"
"Just a snack, something to eat."

Without any suspicion, she brought the snack Bellian had given her to her mouth.

And she casually devoured the genuinely delicious snack.

"It's tasty?"
"Yes! I made it especially for you, Sis!"
"Really? Thank you."

After simply giving her the snack, Bellian returned to her father.

Diving straight into her father's arms, Bellian said confidently:

"Look forward to it! I'll re~ally show you today!"
"By the way, what was that snack just now?"
"Just something I made. Things were getting frustrating."
"What's frustrating?"
"This kind of thing."
"?"

As expected, Albert, who had no sense of awareness whatsoever, couldn't catch on.

That's why Bellian had prepared a solution.

Of course, in a way that wouldn't harm either of them.

"Anyway! Look forward to it!"

With those words, the appointed time drew near.

About 30 minutes after everyone had arrived, Reina, the party leader, addressed all the participants.

"With those two people here, this won't be particularly dangerous, but don't let your guard down—think of it as no different from usual."

Reina drew the sword at her waist and continued.

"Let's do well today too."
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I stood in the middle of a forest filled with lush trees.

The cool, clear air characteristic of forests stung my nostrils. It felt really good.

S-tier highest grade, and it's a field-type dungeon...

"This should be fun."
"Is it... always this disorienting?"
"Probably?"

Bellian's complexion was noticeably poor, seemingly uncomfortable with the spatial transfer she was experiencing for the first time.

Still, after a few minutes, she showed signs of quick adaptation.

She was adjusting much faster than I expected.

Relieved, I focused my attention on the status window that appeared before my eyes.

[Welcome to the Forest of Misfortune.]

[Survive for 72 hours while avoiding the monsters here.]

[It won't be easy.]

The mission was simpler than I'd anticipated.

However, in my experience, the simpler the mission, the harder it is to complete.

"So we just need to not die?"
"That's right, from what we can see."
"Is it ever different from what's shown?"
"Not different exactly, but there are usually other options. For example... if we kill all the monsters that spawn, it would probably end before the 72 hours are up."

Of course, that would be extremely difficult.

Not knowing how many monsters there would be or how strong they might be, taking it slow seemed the wiser approach.

Since I wasn't today's leader, I decided to hang back a bit.

Reina, as if responding to my expectations, took charge of the party.

"Everyone, the starting point is dangerous, so let's move elsewhere. Have you found anything?"

She looked at one of the mages.

That mage had been drawing a magic circle on the ground since the moment we arrived, eyes closed in deep concentration.

Usually, such people possess detection-type skills or magic.

"If we head southeast, there's a large mountain."
"Everyone follow behind me."

They all seemed to trust Reina deeply, as no one objected or defied her orders.

Of course, the fact that it was the right decision was also part of the reason.

Everyone in the party, including myself, followed her without complaint.

The dozens of monsters that appeared on our way to the mountain in the southeast were high-level, but not appropriate for an S-tier highest grade dungeon with a simple "don't die" mission.

With help from me and Ally, even Bellian was able to survive against them.

"I'm doing great, aren't I!?"

Bellian's expression was even brighter than when we first gathered near the dungeon as she ran to me after decapitating a monster.

I gently stroked the head of my adorable daughter.

"Yeah, you did well."

She closed her eyes tightly, delighting in my touch. Like mother, like daughter—she was unbearably cute.

Seeing this made me want to have a daughter for my third child too.

"But isn't this too easy?"
"It's often like this at the beginning. Though usually not quite this easy."

Since it was rated S-tier highest grade in the mana measurement, there must be something more to it.

Something we don't know about yet.

After walking for about two hours, we finally reached the entrance to the mountain mentioned earlier.

However... climbing this mountain would require more caution.

"I've got a bad feeling about this..."

I sought advice from an expert in this field.

"Do you think so too?"
-Growl.-
"I thought as much..."

Abyss shared my thoughts.

Unable to ignore this ominous feeling, I asked the party leader.

"Are we going up there?"
"Isn't that the right move?"
"I mean, yes, but... I have a bad feeling."
"So do I, but you're here now. I think we'll be fine."

In a way, that might be the right judgment considering our current strength.

And since Ally didn't object either... I followed her orders for now.

"Then let's climb."

***

We walked continuously.

We kept walking.

But the summit was nowhere in sight. The mountain was tall to begin with, but not this tall.

Finally, I drew my sword.

I filled it with Abyss and focused on the surrounding mana flows and their movements.

With mana moving erratically in all directions, I swung my sword toward where I sensed a large concentration of mana.

Abyss flew swiftly, cutting through the air.

-CLANG!!-

Something shattered with a loud noise.

As soon as that sound was heard, the surrounding landscape changed somehow.

And there was something even more important.

"Playing such trivial tricks... do you find this amusing?"

The source of the numerous mana signatures I had felt earlier revealed themselves before us.

Hundreds of dark elves surrounded us, their bowstrings drawn and aimed at us.

One dark elf with a particularly strong aura spoke to us.

"Die well. If you survive, I might even praise you."

These guys didn't seem to know what level their opponents were.

As they released their bowstrings, hundreds of arrows flew toward us.

Among them were arrows imbued with truly dangerous magic.

"Rather arrogant, aren't they."

It had been a while.

I activated [Mortal's End] for the first time in nearly half a year.

The familiar pain in my heart and the massive pressure spreading around me.

Arrows fell like autumn leaves under that pressure. Some arrows sprayed poison, others exploded.

But we suffered no damage from these remnants.

"Ugh...! This is impossible...!"

Instead, they were the ones taking damage.

The bewildered dark elves, faced with this absurd situation, focused their attention on me.

I wasn't kind enough to just stand there and take their unpleasant stares.

"Let's go, Reina."

Normally, we should have maintained formation and utilized teamwork, but that was the original plan.

Having realized that this approach was better, Reina and I simultaneously targeted one person.

The dark elf who appeared to be their leader—we charged toward him without looking back.

-Swoosh!!-

But his response was much better than expected.

"Such monsters...! Go to hell!!"

In that brief moment, he shouted and threw a book at us.

Reina instinctively swung her sword at the book.

But for some reason, the book didn't tear in half with a single slash.

-Whiiiiing!!-

Instead, upon contact with the blade, the book emitted a strange light and released mana.

The light was so bright that I could barely see my surroundings.

At that moment, a massive amount of mana enveloped me and, just like before, and as that guy had said, I was transferred somewhere else.

But something felt unnatural.

"Where am I..."

My feet weren't touching the ground, and I couldn't properly control my body.

It felt like I was floating in the sky.

Sharp winds cut past me, and I continued falling downward.

But that wasn't just a feeling.

I hurriedly opened my eyes and looked around.

"Ah..."
-SPLASH!!-

The moment I opened my eyes, I fell into some strange water—a river or perhaps the sea.

Fortunately, I could also hear Reina's voice.

"Haa...! Haa...! Help...! Help me!"

Unable to swim, she flailed in the water, reaching out to me.

I grabbed her hand.

I'm not a great swimmer either, but I could at least save one person.

"Haa...! Haa... Blech!!"

Once we reached land, Reina spat out the water that had entered her mouth.

I patted her back.

-Pat! Pat!-

"Ha... where are we?"
"Looks like a cave?"

The rocks filling the surroundings and the occasional magic stones seemed to confirm that this was a cave.

A cave, huh... We'd been transferred to quite a troublesome place.

"Why... a cave of all places?"

It looked similar to ordinary dungeons, but the feeling was definitely different.

The chilly air swirled around us, and Reina, startled by the occasional sound of insect footsteps, clung tightly to me.

"Are you afraid of bugs?"
"I hate them..."
"But you handled those human bugs well back then?"
"I did...?"

She gave me a look that said, "What nonsense are you talking about?"

It seems either it wasn't her, or my memory was off.

"Let's find a place to rest first. We'll catch colds otherwise."

I found a secluded spot where monsters wouldn't find us and started a fire.

-Whoosh!!-

The firewood blazed, providing us with warmth.

Reina gave me a strange look as I pulled out firewood, a lighter, and various odd items from my bag.

"Where did you get all that?"
"From this dungeon, earlier. And I always carry a lighter."
"Do you smoke!? I don't think I've ever seen you smoke!?"
"I don't;;"

I explained the reason.

"Since I can't use fire-attribute magic, I always keep this to start fires."
"But... why are you taking off your clothes?"
"I don't want to catch a cold."

I took off my wet clothes and covered myself with a blanket.

Then I placed my clothes on a nearby rock near the campfire.

Reina stared at me intently before looking down at her own clothes and turning away with a flushed face.

She seemed to have just realized that her white clothes had become see-through.

"Did... did you see?"
"Yeah, nice underwear?"

When I jokingly said that, even her ears turned red.

I tossed her the blanket I was covering myself with and said:

"I won't look, so take them off. You'll catch a cold."
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"Ta-take... off my clothes...?"

Even considering the current situation, being told to undress...

Reina's mind was racing with all sorts of imaginings.

'If I undress, will something happen to me...? But with Albert, that would be quite nice... Ah, what should I do?!'

Albert had meant it sincerely, and he had completely turned his body and head away.

Reina, harboring mixed feelings of worry and anticipation, slowly began removing her outer garments.

-Rustle... Swish!-

The sounds were unmistakably explicit, but Albert didn't make any suspicious moves.

However, he was certainly thinking about it.

'Isn't she being too defenseless? What if I pounce on her while she's undressing right in front of me?'

He had hoped she would undress with her back against the large rock behind them, but Reina was much more confident than he expected.

Eventually, she removed everything, including her underwear, and called to him with just a blanket covering her.

"I'm done."

After a moment's pause, he slightly turned his head.

At that moment, her clothes came into view... including the underwear that had been visible through her wet clothes earlier.

Albert blushed and turned his head away again.

"...."
"What's wrong?"

Reina, oblivious to why he was acting that way, tactlessly asked him.

He replied in a low voice.

"Could you please put those away...?"
"Those? Oh..."

Realizing what Albert meant, she placed her clothes next to where he had put his earlier.

Only then did he turn to face her.

"..."
"...."

The silence stretched on for quite some time.

Both of them kept stealing glances at each other without making proper eye contact.

The silence was finally broken by Albert's cough.

"Achoo!!"

Though they were beside a campfire, the cave was still cold.

Yet he was wearing only his underwear... his priorities were clearly misplaced.

Seeing him shivering in the cold while she had the blanket, she carefully suggested:

"Would you... like to share?"
"That's meant for one person."
"I think we could share it if we tried...?"

Even if they shared, their position would be awkward.

But Reina knew this and suggested it anyway.

He was conflicted.

'Ah... she really...'

He was about to refuse.

But...

"Let's share..."

With those words, his weak resolve crumbled.

"Alright."
"Come here..."

For some reason, Reina covered his eyes with her hands.

"Sit down, and keep your eyes closed..."

He followed her instructions.

She draped the blanket over Albert, who was sitting on the ground near the campfire with his eyes closed.

Then she simply slipped into his arms.

"This way we can share it..."
"..."

He was quite surprised by her defenseless behavior.

It was especially surprising given that Reina normally wouldn't even have private conversations with men, let alone have a boyfriend.

This led him to one conclusion.

'Does she... like me?'

He couldn't help but think so.

She wasn't the type to act this way with someone she didn't like.

If it were the old Reina, she would have chosen to catch a cold instead.

Yet here she was...

"Reina."
"Yes?"
"Do you perhaps like me?"
"Huh...?"

At that moment, thousands of thoughts raced through her mind.

'How did he know? How... did he figure it out? Did Bellian tell him? But she wouldn't do that... Is it because of this situation? But this is unavoidable, isn't it? Still, we are quite close... Something keeps touching my back...'

As her thoughts multiplied, her already racing heart began to beat even faster.

Suddenly, she started writhing and moaning.

"Haa... Haa... I feel strange..."

She turned her body to face him directly.

As she did, the blanket he was holding came loose, causing a catastrophe.

Yet she didn't seem to care that her body was completely exposed.

"I'm telling you, I feel strange!?"

Her eyes were bloodshot and seemed almost entranced.

Her body was burning hot, and most notably...

"A womb mark...?"

The symbol of a succubus, a womb tattoo... somehow, a mark similar to Lilith's was on her lower abdomen.

She pointed to it with her finger.

"Yes... I like you, I've liked you for a really long time. Not since the first time we met... but since you helped me awaken... So...!!"

She grabbed his lower body and pleaded.

"Put it in..."

***

The vast army of dark elves was completely annihilated by the Chronos Party, specifically by Elizabeth.

They struggled a bit at first, but Elizabeth's [Absolute Zero] completely turned the tide.

Bellian watched with sparkling eyes as the dark elves slowly died, trapped in the massive ice.

"What kind of skill is that!?"
"It's my second unique skill, called [Absolute Zero]."
"Ah~ I've heard of it."

Just as Bellian was curious about the skill, Elizabeth also had something she wanted to know.

So Elizabeth asked Bellian:

"What was that snack you gave to Reina earlier?"
"Oh... that? Would you like some too, White Mom?"
"I'm just genuinely curious."

Bellian readily explained the nature of the snack, as if it wasn't a big secret.

However, it was hard to tell if she was telling the truth.

"It was a snack that makes you a bit more honest. It should have taken effect by now..."
"What did you make it with?"
"Oh my...! If you ask that... it's a bit difficult to answer... Of course, I didn't make it with my own. Unfortunately, I'm just a 5-year-old child."

From the way she spoke, it was possible to guess the ingredients.

And also who provided them.

Having obtained the information she wanted, albeit vaguely, Elizabeth asked another question.

This time to someone else.

"Can you detect their location? They're beyond my detection range."

The detection-type mage from earlier bowed his head apologetically.

"I'm sorry, Your Majesty... I also..."
"Please don't be so formal. I'm just another party member like you right now."
"Yes, I couldn't detect them either. They seem to be at least 100 kilometers away."

100km meant they had flown quite far.

She had a bad feeling about this from the moment they rushed off like that...

'Well, does it matter?'

They probably wouldn't die, and being alone together might make it easier for them to find courage.

It was a better judgment than expected.

As long as Elizabeth was here, they wouldn't die either.

"Should we split up and search?"

The other party members were thinking of searching, but Elizabeth and Bellian had different ideas.

Especially Bellian, who had the opposite opinion, looked at Elizabeth with pleading eyes.

Though they weren't related by blood, she was still Albert's daughter... that fact softened her heart.

"Those two will survive and eventually rejoin us. Besides, splitting up in a dungeon of this difficulty is suicidal. Let's continue climbing the mountain."

Everyone had been planning to scatter in all directions to find them, but with a few words from Elizabeth, they stopped what they were doing and continued up the mountain.

Amazed by the scene, Bellian expressed her gratitude.

"I love you, Mom."
"Just call me Mom from now on. 'White Mom' sounds a bit strange."
"Then what about my mom?"
"You can call her Mother."
"No, Mom."

What was she trying to accomplish?

Since she called her "Mom," it seemed she didn't mind using the term, which was reassuring.

"But why are you helping?"
"You mean that girl?"
"Yeah."
"Since I have two moms who live separately... Dad keeps going back and forth. That looks really hard on him."

Surprisingly, she had a sensible reason.

"So if there are more moms who can live together, Dad won't have to work so hard, and he can stay in one place longer!!"
"But wouldn't your mom get lonely?"
"Unlike you, White Mom, my mom is kind, so she doesn't mind."
"What did you say?"

Seeing Elizabeth's unexpectedly scary expression, Bellian immediately backed down.

"I'm sorry... that was a joke... My mom thinks the same way I do, so she agreed to share."
"Doesn't your mom need him the most?"

For others, loneliness might be the extent of their problems, but Lilith's case was different.

After having her womb mark engraved from her first experience, she became a succubus who fed on life energy.

Moreover, Lilith was a picky eater who only consumed Albert's energy.

"Maybe it's because he does a lot when he visits, but she seems fine."
"Really? That's good then, but tell her not to push herself too hard."
"Yes, but Mom, why did you allow both my mom and that girl? If it were me, I could never do that!?"

She had asked her dad about these things, but he never told her.

That made her even more curious.

The reason for giving up someone you love so much.

"It's a bit long, is that okay?"
"Yes! We have plenty of time anyway!"

Elizabeth carefully explained everything she knew and everything she could tell.

It began with those words, and Bellian was fully focused.

"At first, I thought he was... some kind of madman."
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For a long, long time, the two of them were deeply engrossed in their conversation.

The time had passed so quickly that the sun had already set.

It wouldn't normally take that long, but Bellian had too many questions.

"You were certainly lucky."
"True, Albert would have been fine even without my help."
"I wish I could have been there..."
"That's the reason."

She had decided to be a bit humble, knowing that someone else could have easily taken her place.

She didn't believe in nonsense like fate...

"If it were me, I wouldn't have given up my spot."
"That's just you."
"We're quite different, aren't we?"
"Aren't you being too greedy?"
"What do you mean greedy? That's how it should be!"

The two were definitely different.
Yet there were similarities between them as well.

"Where do you think he is now?"
"I know, I'm starting to miss him..."
"He's probably cheating with another woman right now."
"You didn't have to say that."
"Sorry."

***

After their numerous encounters, the two still found themselves pressed against each other in an awkward atmosphere.

Both wanted to speak first, but it wasn't easy.

After watching each other cautiously, they both opened their mouths simultaneously.

"Um..."

They were each yielding to the other.

"You go first..."

What kind of situation was this?

Flustered, they kept watching each other nervously. Finally, Albert broke the silence.

His question was quite simple.

"Earlier... did you really mean it when you said you liked me?"

From his perspective, it was hard to believe.

She had never expressed it actively before or shown any obvious signs.

And then to suddenly confess like this...

"That's kind of unfair."
"No... no! I really did like you! I still do..."
"Then why didn't you do anything until now?"

She had always been watching him from afar.

It was a one-sided love where she simply observed from a distance, harboring feelings alone.

Just a one-sided love, yet it had lasted for quite some time.

Even until now, when they were both proper adults.

"Well... what could I do? You already had someone."
"But what about now?"
"Now you've changed, so I've changed a little too, okay?!"

That was a reasonable point.

Since Lilith had accepted him, she hoped he might accept her too.

With that thought, expressing her feelings now felt right to her.

"I was planning to confess in a really romantic way... but things got weird."
"If that was your plan, you probably wouldn't have managed it."
"Really? Anyway!! This wasn't my plan!"

She was cuter than he expected.

He had known to some extent before, but this was the first time he'd looked at her so closely.

Both her appearance and personality.

"You're cuter than I thought."

He muttered as he pulled her into his arms.

Surprised, she stiffened but quietly accepted his embrace.

With her eyes tightly shut, she looked so different from the bold woman she had been earlier that it was hard to believe they were the same person.

"I'm not going to do anything, you know?"
"Huh?"
"I just wanted to hold you."
"I... I know that!"

Albert stroked her reddened ear and tilted her face toward him.

Then he stole a kiss from those small lips.

"Mmph...!"

It was just a kiss, but it lasted longer than expected.

During that long moment, they savored each other.

Even as their saliva mingled, neither pulled away.

Reina was so happy in these moments alone with Albert.

She wished time would stop... that this moment would continue forever.

"Haa... haa..."
"You're not as good as I thought."
"Isn't that obvious...? This is my first time... Those other women must be better..."
"That's why I like it. It's innocent."

Being with Reina always made him feel good.

It felt like he was returning to a time when he too was pure.

That's why he liked it.

It was like reliving a time when small things could bring great joy or sorrow.

"I like that, you know. People like you."
"...!"
"If you liked me, you should have said so earlier. Seems like you waited a long time?"

It wasn't just a brief crush but a love that had spanned years.

Despite how difficult it must have been, she had held onto those feelings.

Keeping hope that someday they might reach him.

"You're just oblivious..."
"Really? Well, that's somewhat true."

Albert got up and went to the rock where he had left his clothes.

They weren't completely dry yet, but they were wearable.

He finished changing and handed her clothes to her.

"Do you usually wear such fancy things?"

She snatched her underwear from him as he teased her again.

"No, I don't...!"
"Then you prepared from the beginning."
"..."
"If you don't deny it, I'll assume it's true."
"Fine...! I did prepare! So what?"

He looked at her irritated expression with a pleased smile.

"I just think it's cute. Let's go. We need to rejoin the others now. I don't even know where we are."

Hearing this, she knew it was what they should do, but she felt somewhat disappointed.

'Then we won't be alone anymore... And is that all? Just doing it a few times?'

These thoughts made her anxious.

They had only shared their bodies a few times, but she was neither his wife nor girlfriend.

She was still just a female friend, the same as before.

She hated that reality.

She didn't want to end with just a casual one-night stand.

So she gathered her courage.

She ran after him as he walked ahead.

She hesitated briefly, but if not now, there would be no other chance.

She grabbed his hand.

"Hey!"
"Huh?"
"Let's date. I'll treat you really well."

At that moment.
He burst into laughter.

"Ahahahaha!!!"
"Why...? What's so funny? I'm being serious! Don't take it as a joke!"

But his laughter wouldn't stop.

Feeling upset, she stepped closer.

"If you keep joking around..."
-Whoosh!!-

Before she could finish, Albert pulled her into his arms.

Looking at her expression, mixed with confusion and anger, he said:

"Isn't it obvious?"
"No... you didn't say anything... so I don't know."
"Really! You drive me crazy!"
"Look who's talking..."
"Today is day one, so don't worry. If anyone's going to worry, it'll be me."

Albert followed Reina's averted gaze and asked again.

"Understand?"
"I understand..."

***

The next morning.

Looking down at the entire dungeon from the mountain peak, they were surprised by the unexpected presence they discovered.

Bellian was still excited, and Elizabeth maintained her composure.

"Is that... is that what they call a dragon?!"
"Yes, the supreme beings that finished the war... the strongest creatures on earth."
"But Mom, from your expression, they don't seem that strong? And they're coming this way."

Not just one or two, but dozens of dragons were flying toward them.

Climbing the mountain clearly had little to do with the strategy for clearing this dungeon.

First the dark elf horde, now a dragon swarm... thinking about it, the dungeon's rank wasn't inflated at all.

"W-what should we do? Should we go back down?"
"Excuse me? Your Majesty?"

Elizabeth spoke in a calm, almost cold voice.

"You can just stay here."
"What? What do you mean..."
"You don't even need to do anything."
"What?"

The members of Chronos' party couldn't understand what she meant.

The only one who could comprehend was Bellian.

"You could at least give us a hint. I got my hopes up for nothing..."
"This isn't something for a child like you to handle."
"I'm pretty strong too..."
"Stronger than those two?"
"No..."

The dragons, already halfway up the mountain, were gaining speed with momentum.

"Then just watch."

But the moment Elizabeth said those words,
a slash of abyssal darkness appeared from somewhere and instantly devoured the dragon swarm.

It was so massive that all but two dragons were consumed.

"Could that be...?"
"But two still remain...!"

As the remaining two dragons reached the summit, a lightning-like light pierced through them.

-CRACKLE!!!-

The light was so immense that if primitive humans had seen it, they would have mistaken it for divine wrath.

And from within that enormous light, a person emerged.

She stepped on the bisected dragon, standing atop it.

"You held out better than I expected. Thank you. And I'm truly sorry for leaving my position as party leader."

Albert, who appeared at the summit soon after, agreed with her statement.

"Yeah, you should tone down the showing off."
"Honestly, that was because of you."
"If it bothered you, you shouldn't have jumped in."
"Then would that incident not have happened? Besides, no one died, so it was a win!"
"That's some psychopathic thinking."

Their conversation was, to put it bluntly, somewhat childish.

Yet it didn't come across as immature.

Moreover, despite their bickering, smiles never left their faces.

"That's not the kind of innocence I was talking about."
"It's the same thing."
"It's a bit different."
"How much?"
"Just a hair's breadth, or maybe a little more?"

At least they looked good together.

For the Chronos party members, it was also the first time seeing Reina with such a happy expression.

After always seeing her cold and calculating demeanor, seeing her smile so brightly was a first.

Albert pointed to the exit that had finally opened.

"Nothing to pack up? Let's go."

And so the day of the final battle came to an end.

Reina would never forget this day, not until her dying breath...
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My name is Bellian, and I'm the ultimate overpowered character born between my father, the Emperor's husband, and my mother, who is a queen.

Because of this, I had absolutely no interest in anything except my beloved father and mother.

Perhaps that's why each day of my life was boring.
Since I was born at the very top, I couldn't climb any higher, nor did I see any need to.

Moreover, being the daughter of those two... I was strong enough to beat up most adults.

'What am I supposed to do with my life?'

I was already having such thoughts at this young age.

Amidst all this, my beloved father's teaching awakened me.

"Just do whatever you want to do. That's what life is all about."

Those words resonated deeply.

After hearing that, I seriously thought about what I wanted to do.

"What I want to do... I just want to spend more time with Dad, that's all."
"Just like me? I was the same. Then make that your motto. That'll work."

From that moment until now, I've been living to be with Dad and to receive his praise.

And it probably won't be much different in the future.

"But where are we going today?"

Unlike usual, we were on a train heading somewhere. And with Albert, no less.

This brother of mine always took half of Dad's love despite not being particularly good at anything.

Honestly, it was annoying, but I couldn't hate him.

I don't know why... it just was that way.

Albert looked at me with sparkling eyes.

"We're going to the Academy today."
"The Academy? Really?"
"Yeah."
"Why?"
"Well... are you going to work there?"
"What about it?"

Something was wrong.

Working at the Academy itself wasn't a problem, but the issue was that this Academy wasn't in our country.

We were heading to the Orion Kingdom...

"Why go all the way there? We have one in our country too, right? The one Dad attended..."
"I made a promise when I was young."
"With whom?"
"You've probably seen her a lot? That lady with red hair?"
"Ah..."

I knew who he meant.

She was a strange person who seemed to like Dad but also didn't. It was weird.

And yet she made such a grand promise... it was absurd.

"So you won't be able to come home often now?"
"That's right. But I'll still visit about once a week."
"Is it possible for me to attend that Academy too?"
"If you're old enough, it's certainly possible. But didn't you say you wouldn't attend?"
"I've changed my mind."

It wasn't that my mind had changed, but the situation had changed. Anyway...

If I attended that Academy, I could see him much more frequently than now.

I could receive lessons from Dad, eat lunch with him, and see his serious side in various situations.

'This... actually sounds pretty good?'

The outcome was better than I expected.

But the problem was that I was only 5 years old. If this was happening from this year, I would have to wait a whole 8 years.

That was unacceptable.

I absolutely couldn't allow that.

"Are you starting work there this year?"
"That's right."
"Then... is there any way I could attend from this year?"
"If you pass the entrance exam?"

Logically, it didn't make sense.

Typically, even the youngest students entering the middle division of the Academy were over 13 years old, and there were plenty who were even older.

Moreover, with the recent surge in academic fervor in the Orion Kingdom, it would be even more difficult.

Still, it wasn't impossible.

"I'm your daughter, so wouldn't it be possible for me?"

I desperately wanted to hear a "yes" here.

It would be the ultimate cost-effective answer, giving me both certainty about my future and my father's acknowledgment.

However, what I got in return was a rather lukewarm response.

"Well... there are so many talented kids these days. But someone of your caliber might make it... it's going to be close."
"Am I borderline too?"
"I don't think so."

That meant...
It was entirely possible. I was relieved. I was glad that the "borderline" comment wasn't referring to me.

And I felt an unnecessary sense of superiority from my father's response.

It was pretty useless when you think about it, but right now I felt like I could fly.

I smiled triumphantly at my brother, who was listening to our conversation without any particular expression.

"But I don't know exactly, so I'm not sure."
"Was it easy when you took it, Dad?"
"It was easy, but I was 16 then, the same age as the other kids there. Let's get off. We've arrived."

It didn't take long to get from the train station to the Academy.

And since it didn't take long to get from our country to this train station, it wasn't too far even if I didn't pass.

Still, I absolutely had to pass.

As the daughter of a hero, failing such a third-rate exam would be too disappointing, wouldn't it?

People who witnessed it would also mock that fact.

"When is this exam happening?"
"About two months from now. Are you going to take it?"
"Yes, I'll pass no matter what. No matter what happens."

Even if I failed, I could probably use our influence to secure the last spot, but that would be worse than just failing outright.

Besides, such actions would tarnish my father's reputation.

I couldn't allow that.

I looked at my silly brother and said:

"Let's pass."
"I don't really... want to enter so early..."
"Don't you want to see Dad?"
"He said he'd come once a week anyway... I'm fine."
"Really?"

Seeing that he was satisfied with just once a week, it seemed he didn't love Dad as much as I did.

As I always felt, he preferred Mom over Dad.

'If that's the case, I can understand.'

It wasn't incomprehensible.

'But isn't Dad more amazing than Mom? Or is that a separate issue...'

Anyway! I prefer Dad.

"We're here. It's quite close. We could get there in 10 seconds if we ran."

I gazed at the majestic appearance of the Academy, the pride of the Orion Kingdom.

It was certainly large.

That meant there would be many facilities and it could accommodate many students.

But... somehow, it didn't feel special.

"What do you think? Do you like it?"
"If I had to say... it feels like a place where model students would attend."
"That's not wrong, but it's not right either. There are quite a few kids who got in just because they're good fighters."
"That makes it more interesting."

Fighting was fun.

Of course, I mean fighting with people of a certain level. Fighting with my father and mother was much more fun than I had originally thought.

There was a thrill in creating an invisible opening and striking.

'Of course, I never actually hit them...'

That's why I wanted to test my skills against children of similar ability.

Always losing made me want to experience the joy of victory.

"Did you fight a lot during your school days, Dad?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean combat in a positive sense."
"I did a lot. I fought so much that no one fought more than me."
"Did you win them all?"

Dad thought for a moment, then smiled and said:

"Excluding practice matches, I only lost to one person."
'Wow... he's so handsome...'

When he said "one person," I immediately thought of someone.

"Is that one person..."
"That's right, Ellia."
"Was she strong?"
"Of course. She felt like an insurmountable wall."

It was similar to how I felt when experiencing my father's strength firsthand.

That feeling of continuously punching an unbreakable wall... I knew it well.

"But you eventually overcame it, Dad."
"That's right."
"Could I do it too?"
"Are you talking about me?"

I nodded.

Dad let out a hearty laugh. This wasn't a negative laugh like mockery.

I could tell just from the feeling.

Dad gently stroked my head and told me:

"Of course you can. You're my daughter."

As always, but especially today, I realized anew.

I understood why everyone was so desperate for Dad, and why white Mom forgave him.

'It couldn't be helped...'

***

Finally entering the Orion Academy, the three people viewed the place with different perspectives.

Alber saw it as a place like home where he would live from now on, Bellian saw it as a battlefield to conquer, and Albert just saw it as something like a tourist attraction.

Alber looked at the two who were so intensely exploring this place.

'I should probably leave them here. They won't cause any trouble anyway...'

Alber asked the more mature Bellian:

"Dad's going to the principal's office for a bit, so stay here and don't cause any trouble."
"What if a situation arises where I need to cause trouble?"
"Then do what you need to do."
"Okay."

As soon as Alber disappeared from sight, Bellian began to move. Having received a sort of permission that she could act if the situation called for it, her steps were confident and unhesitating.

Albert, remembering his father's words, grabbed Bellian's arm.

"What are you trying to do?"
"Nothing much. I just have something to ask."

At that moment, as if following some cliché, someone approached them looking for trouble.

"What are these little brats doing in our Academy?"
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"Kid?"

That was definitely the word I hated most.

And they claimed not to know me... These people must be incredibly detached from the world.

"Yes, kid."

The guy kept repeating that incredibly annoying word.

It felt like he was begging to be punched. However, I couldn't just start swinging without thinking.

'Dad told me not to do that...'

Instead, I expressed my feelings to them in a more peaceful way. I activated [Mortal's End] and glared at them.

They must have been intimidated because they frowned and slowly backed away.

"Eek...!"
"What... is that...?"
"Isn't that what that Alvar or Alber guy uses...?"
"It's Alber, Alber Beros."
"Whatever... Hey! Let's go."

They left, apparently scared of a mere "kid."

Albert was still looking at me with bright, curious eyes.

"How do you do that? Can I do it too?"
"You can't."
"Why...?"
"I don't know why, but you have something else instead."
"I can't use that very well..."
"That's why you practice. Want me to help you?"

My brother still couldn't activate his unique skill by his own will.

That's why he needed help with the practice process itself. Of course, after going through the process a few times, he would get used to it.

Brother didn't seem very enthusiastic, but he agreed anyway.

"Alright, let's try it..."

***

"So you're... the principal?"

Contrary to his expectations, Rachel wasn't just a subject teacher but the principal of this academy.

Even though only a few years had passed.

Luna spoke as if it wasn't a big deal.

"It's nepotism, pure nepotism."
"..."

Rachel didn't deny the nepotism comment. If anything, she seemed to acknowledge it herself.

Of course, Albert didn't particularly mind that fact.

He thought Rachel was more than qualified, and besides, it was outside his realm of concern anyway.

He was more interested in what he was supposed to do rather than such trivial matters.

"What am I supposed to do?"

Luna, who was holding a thick stack of documents, answered his question.

"There's an opening for... close combat class."
"Close combat class... is that the same one we took in school?"
"Yeah, that's the one."
"Oh no..."

Rachel suddenly exclaimed. Luna knew why she had such a reaction.

Luna had experienced it herself and heard plenty about it too.

"The kids are going to suffer."
"How intense can I make it?"
"That's up to you. Make it as tough as you want. Everyone will keep up, right? Except for those delinquents."

Luna was looking at four students visible through the window. They were smoking cigarettes, unbecoming of proper students.

And this was during class hours, no less.

Rachel raised her voice anxiously after seeing what happened next.

"Bellian is heading over there!?"
"Is she?"

Albert maintained a completely unfazed expression.

"Shouldn't we stop her?"
"She'll handle it."

Only after witnessing the absurd phenomenon that followed did they understand why Albert was so calm.

Luna rubbed her eyes in disbelief.

"Am I seeing this right? No way...?"
"Honestly, it was quite fascinating."
"Is that even possible? At that age? Since when could she do that?"
"Not long, about three months?"

Bellian had recently achieved her first awakening during a sparring session with Albert.

A first awakening at age five was unprecedented in the history of the Kainis Empire.

It was a full four years earlier than Reinhardt's first awakening, which had been the earliest on record. It was certainly a unique achievement, excluding the heroes.

"Now that I think about it, it doesn't make sense."
"Did you think it made sense at first?"
"A little bit. She is my daughter after all."
"At that level... she could probably attend the academy at her age, couldn't she?"
"Ah... speaking of which, Bellian wants to attend the academy."

It wasn't unusual.

Cases of students enrolling at younger than average ages were quite common, and if they had sufficient skills, everyone generally accepted it.

That's why neither of them was surprised. Still, they had concerns in other areas.

"Won't she have trouble getting along with the other children?"
"Maybe... but she doesn't seem to need friends that much, so she might be fine."
"Really...?"

In response to Albert's somewhat clueless question, Luna pointed at him.

"Bellian only needs you. That's the kind of child she is."
"I'm already worried..."
"Afraid she won't get married?"
"Not that... just somehow worried."

***

After that, academy life began, and it was more enjoyable than expected.

The first class was fun in its own way, and watching the children grow was enjoyable too. It reminded me of my days as a knight commander and my school days, which now seemed so long ago.

Before heading home, I watched the students who were still sparring late into the night under my instructions.

'They're better than I expected.'

Perhaps because they were young, it was more efficient to increase their fighting time and let them discover things for themselves rather than giving difficult instructions.

The more they trained, the more precise their movements became, and their mana utilization improved dramatically.

One student approached me as I was watching and asked:

"Teacher, want to have a match?"
"Why not?"

These kids... they liked hitting walls.

They enjoyed challenging seemingly insurmountable obstacles and falling down in the process. Of course, whether they naturally liked it or I made them like it was debatable...

I took a stance with bare hands, not using a sword. Then I addressed the students, whose movements seemed stiff with tension.

"If you don't come to me, I'll come to you."

As if they had been waiting for those words, the students charged. Normally, I would have given each of them a punch, but I'd grown softer after getting to know them.

I grabbed the collar of the first student who rushed at me and threw him at the one behind.

-CRASH!!-

Students came from the sides and from behind... They weren't bothering with formations or tactics, which was a bit frustrating, but it was a somewhat wise choice, so I let it slide.

'They probably figured they couldn't win even with proper formations.'

I flicked each of the charging students on the forehead.

Kindly, one by one.

The students who received these flicks fell to the ground, nursing the red marks on their foreheads.

"It doesn't even hurt that much. Don't exaggerate."
"It really hurts..."
"Teacher! Wasn't that too hard!?"
"It needs to hurt a bit for you to learn to dodge. And in war, sometimes you have to take hits even when it hurts."

After giving them some life advice, I said my goodbyes to the students.

"Have a good weekend, and I'll see you next week."
"Yes!!"
"Can't you stay at the dormitory tonight?"
"That's a bit difficult. I'm the head of a household, after all."

With those words, I left.

Parting with the students was always a bit sad, but thinking about my family waiting for me improved my mood.

I headed to the train station to go home.

On the way... I encountered a somewhat unfamiliar sight.

Rachel was sitting alone in a pub I often used for work dinners, tilting her glass.

'Why does her face look like that?'

Her makeup was smeared as if she'd been crying, and her eyes were bloodshot. Her face was also flushed red, suggesting she'd had quite a bit to drink.

Seeing a woman alone in that state at this hour, I couldn't just leave her and go home.

I immediately headed to the pub.

"Welcome! Are you alone?"
"I have company here."

Rachel's eyes were glazed over with alcohol.

"Company? Who...?"
"You, you."
"You came to hang out with me...!? But you said you were going home earlier!!"
"Just calm down. I came to stop you."

Rachel put her arm on my shoulder and shouted to the owner.

"Owner!! Another glass here...!! And two more bottles of soju!!"
"I'm not drinking though?"

But Rachel pressed a glass full of alcohol to my lips.

"What do you mean not drinking!! Drink up! Hurry!!! You said you came to hang out with me..."
"I didn't say tha-"
"Drink up! Hurry!!"

It seemed I wouldn't be going home tonight.

I quickly took out my phone and captured Rachel's disheveled appearance in a photo.

Then I sent the photo with a message to Ellie.

-I'll be late tonight. Found her like this, alone at this hour.-
"Why are you suddenly taking pictures...? Because I'm pretty?"
"No?"
"Am I not pretty...?"

She was definitely in bad shape. She was doing things and saying things she normally wouldn't.

I asked her in a serious voice:

"But why are you drinking like this?"
"So...! Am I not pretty?!!"

Since she wasn't making sense, I just answered the question I'd asked.

"No, you're not pretty. Happy now!?"
"That's strange... he told me I was pretty... said I was the prettiest in the world..."
"So what?"
"But he dumped me today...? Ridiculous, right? I think it's ridiculous too..."

Now the conversation was finally progressing.

Of course, it wasn't because she understood what I was saying, but at least there was some progress.

However, that revelation was more surprising than I expected.

It was certainly possible, but since she hadn't told any of us, especially me, I naturally assumed she wasn't seeing anyone.

"You had a boyfriend?"
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"I did... Why! What's wrong with that!?"
"No, it's not that. I'm just surprised."

Albert seemed more surprised by the fact that Rachel had a boyfriend than by the fact that they broke up.

He wanted to ask why they broke up, but that would be incredibly rude, so he refrained from asking.

"Aren't you going to ask...?"
"About what?"
"You must be curious! About something..."

However, Rachel was hoping Albert would ask her about it.

She also wanted him to take her side and badmouth her ex.

"Can I ask?"
"Nothing weird..."
"Then... why did you break up? Not just that he dumped you, but why he did it."
"He... cheated on me."

Rachel's voice trembled as she said this. Perhaps because of the sensitive topic, Albert's voice also grew quieter.

"Oh..."
"But I forgave him once!?"

Suddenly, as if the memory angered her, Rachel's voice rose significantly.

Albert tried his best to keep Rachel from moving around too much while focusing on what she was saying.

"After he cheated once, I got a bit anxious and became somewhat... clingy? But not too much! Just a little! That's understandable, right!?"
"Yes, that makes sense. So what happened?"
"But yesterday I caught him with that woman again!!"
"Shouldn't you be the one breaking up with him then?"

That was correct.

And Rachel from yesterday had thought the same thing. She just couldn't bring herself to do it.

Rachel let out a deep sigh.

"But... I couldn't do it... How do you break up with someone...?"
"You just tell them it's over."
"That's what I'm asking! How do I do that?!"
"You must have really liked him."

Rachel was definitely not the type of coward who couldn't speak up. She was a bit timid, but generally spoke her mind, so it wasn't a matter of personality.

If that was the case... the only explanation was that she truly loved him.

"I guess so...?"
"But he broke up with you?"
"Yeah... He said he didn't like how clingy I was... Just now... Just now."
"It's okay. Half the world is male. Even if it's not him, there are plenty of people out there."

As they say, you get over love with new love. Rachel would naturally feel better and forget about him once she found a new partner.

The problem was whether that was possible.

"But the men who would date me aren't even a fraction of a fraction of that half..."
"I don't think that's true."
"Why?"
"You're plenty attractive. Excluding men who already have girlfriends... you'd have about half."

Of course, considering the people Rachel would actually be interested in, the number would decrease further, but it wasn't an absolutely small number.

"Then why don't I get any approaches?"
"You don't? That's not because you're not good enough."

It was true that men often found it difficult to approach women who seemed too perfect. Thinking about it, Albert could understand what Rachel meant.

"But if it were me, I think I would."

No matter how perfect the other person was, if I were those men, I would approach her.

I might worry about rejection, but I'd still try.

"Really...? Then why don't you do it..."
"Huh?"
"Then you could just approach me...! Why not?"

This was strange.

She was sad about being cheated on, yet she was trying to cheat with Albert... Whether she wasn't in her right mind or not, it was contradictory.

Forget cheating with cheating... Is that what this was?

"Wouldn't that make me just like that guy?"
"So what?"
"Isn't that completely illogical?"
"No...! Are you and him the same?"

They weren't the same, but they weren't particularly different either.

"How are we different?"
"We're different..."
"How?"
"I said we're different!"

There was no way a proper conversation could happen in this situation.

Albert spoke to Rachel with a resigned expression.

"Let's just stop here for today and go home."
"Why? It's still early! Let's go for round two. Round two!"
"No... let's go home, okay?"
"Let's go for round two!"

The two continued their endless argument.

Albert insisted on going home, while Rachel wanted to drink more, and neither was willing to back down.

Of course, in the end, one of them emerged victorious.

***

Under the beautiful night sky adorned with a bright full moon, we lost track of time as we continued drinking.

Looking at Rachel, who seemed to have no intention of going home, I said:

"You're really persistent..."
"You're going to end up drinking more anyway!"
"If you're drunk, shouldn't you just go home quietly?"

I wasn't tired, but I wanted to go home.

I missed Ellie, and I wanted to see my children who were as precious as my own eyes.

Normally, I would have already arrived home, had dinner with my family, chatted cozily, and gone to sleep by now, but instead, I was sitting at an outdoor table in front of a general store, drinking with Rachel.

"I'm not drunk!? My memory is crystal clear."
"No...? You're drunk. Very drunk."
"I'm just in that state... that state where I'm on the edge of being drunk... The world is spinning, but I can somehow bear it."

Hearing her talk like that, she really might not be drunk.

But then again, the normal Rachel would never act like this... it was ambiguous.

"But why aren't you drinking? Didn't you come to drink with me?"
"No, I didn't."
"Then why did you come... Just go your own way..."
"I came because I was worried about you, in case something happened to you."

Rachel turned her head away, seemingly flustered.

"W-why would you worry about me...? Do you like me?"
"I do like you. That's why I'm here, isn't it...?"

Rachel was looking at me with the most wistful eyes.

"I'm not drunk... I'm telling you I'm not drunk..."
"I don't know about that, but let's go home."
"Hey..."
"Yes?"

Rachel suddenly stood up from her seat.

It seemed she finally decided to go home.

"Yes, good thinking. Let's go home..."

Standing up, she wore a serious expression despite being drunk and stood in front of me.

For some reason, she looked like she might be crying.

"What's... wrong?"

At that moment, Rachel's eyes were much clearer than I had expected.

Just like... the usual Rachel.

"Why didn't you tell me you liked me...?"

***

I've known about the culture of marriage and have worried quite a lot about men's issues until now.

And especially after my school days, those worries grew even more and tormented me.

I never really had anyone I liked.

So I had vague thoughts like, "Does love really exist...?"

Of course, those worries disappeared from the world the moment Albert declared he would help with my long-standing dream of revolutionizing the education system.

But Albert didn't like me.

He was always looking at just one person.

It could have broken, but the possibility was never high. That's why after he got married, I tried my best to let go of those feelings.

I even got a boyfriend for that purpose.

That was my intention, but dating changed my life more than I expected.

Many things changed, but the biggest realization was how much happiness comes from having someone who loves you.

That's why I loved him too.

'But why...'

Where there's a meeting, there's a parting.

All relationships have an end. But that end was so empty.

Even though it was a relationship that made me forget my first love.

And then that first love appeared in front of me again. And suddenly saying something like...

-I do like you. That's why I'm here, isn't it...-

Originally, I tried hard to give up somehow.

He already had a wife, and although Albert eventually took concubines, it would still be a betrayal to Sister Elizabeth, who had helped me so much.

But when he says things like that... honestly, it's hard to resist.

"If you were going to do this... you should have done it all the way from the beginning... Why suddenly now..."

It was unfair... I tried so hard to forget, and just when I was somewhat succeeding, he came looking for me like this.

"I like you too... I really like you, okay? So..."
"Are you asking me out?"
"Huh...?"
"Isn't that what you were going to say?"
"Are you seriously crazy...?"

Lately, he seemed to be going through some kind of midlife crisis, acting completely insane.

I could understand Lilith to some extent, but now Reina and... even me.

"If you're okay with it, I don't mind."
"Stop talking nonsense...! What does that make of all the restraint I've shown until now!?"
"Is that so? That's a shame."

To be honest, I wanted to say yes and date him, just as Albert suggested.

But it was just too wrong.

For the first time in that quiet atmosphere, I obediently listened to him.

"I'll just go home... I've sobered up because of you, so you don't need to walk me home."
"Good choice, but I'll still walk you home."
"You really don't have to..."
"Let's go."

Albert still seemed to think I was drunk.

But when he insisted on walking me home like that, I didn't feel too bad about it.

In the end, I headed home with Albert.

"Is it far?"
"It's close, about a 20-minute walk from here?"
"That's far."
"But your face is really red too?"

He hadn't drunk much, but he hadn't abstained completely either.

He must have drunk quite a bit during that time, as I could clearly sense the alcohol in Albert.

When we arrived at my home in that state, I became worried about Albert.

I wasn't concerned about his safety per se, but I was anxious that he might do something strange. Not only was he drunk, but he'd been acting weird lately, which made me even more suspicious.

Just before entering my home, I said to Albert who was standing outside the door:

"Or if you don't want to go home, there's a hotel nearby. Should I book you a room? It doesn't seem right for you to go now? There's still some time until the first train."

Albert heard this and just stared blankly at my face.

Then he cautiously spoke up:

"Can't I just stay at your place?"
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Even I couldn't clearly understand what was happening now.

Well... being under the same roof with someone else's husband in the predawn hours when even birds were asleep... This was a deviation I couldn't have imagined under normal circumstances.

'This is way beyond just a deviation...'

My mind went blank. I didn't know what to do.

It was already late, and he seemed quite drunk, so I let him in, but now I was regretting that decision.

I paced anxiously in the quiet bathroom.

"What should I do...? What should I do...?"

First, I needed to cool my head.

Turning on the water and taking a shower helped me feel a bit better. As my head cooled down, my mind cleared considerably and my thoughts became calmer.

"I'll just put him to bed right away. That's the right thing to do..."

If he stayed awake, there was no telling what might happen.

It's not that I didn't trust Albert, but he was just a man after all... Besides, to be honest, Albert hadn't exactly been trustworthy lately.

In terms of male-female relationships, that is.

'I'm worried... Will this work out...?'

After finishing my shower, I stepped out of the bathroom.

Normally, Albert would have gone in next to wash up, but he was already sprawled out on the bed.

"Is he sleeping...?"

I approached him.

The strong smell of alcohol made me reluctant to get closer, but it was a necessary step.

When I waved my hand above his eyes, a groan escaped from his collapsed form.

"Aaah..."
"Are you okay?"
"Not at all..."
"I'm sorry... I was too drunk earlier... I wasn't in my right mind..."

I felt sorry since I was largely responsible for his condition.

If only I had come to my senses sooner, Albert wouldn't have to suffer like this...

"Should I turn off the lights?"
"Yeah..."

I promptly turned off all the lights in the house.

The sun was also beginning to rise, so I drew the curtains as well.

Then I headed to the living room where the sofa was. I lay down on the sofa and closed my eyes.

But sleep wouldn't come due to the sound of footsteps gradually approaching me.

"What's wrong? Are you uncomfortable?"

His face, flushed from the alcohol, was somehow displaying clear signs of dissatisfaction.

That look was very... sensual.

He looked at the sofa where I was lying and said:

"Are you going to sleep here?"
"Yeah... that's the plan."
"That's strange..."
"What is?"

He shifted his gaze and now looked at me.

From earlier, his defenseless appearance... I could somewhat understand how those two women had seduced him.

"You're not doing anything...?"

Albert asked timidly, with embarrassment.

I caressed his face.

"Why? Would you like me to do something?"
"Not particularly..."
"What do you mean, not particularly?"

I had sworn never to cheat no matter what.

But when he acted like this... it was hard to resist.

"After all my efforts... you don't even appreciate it..."

I pushed him down.

He collapsed weakly, wearing a frightened expression. When this situation came upon me, I felt an immense sense of transgression.

I knew this was wrong. And Albert probably knew it too.

But neither of us was thinking about stopping.

"This is all your fault."

He didn't deny those words at all. In fact, he was enjoying the current situation.

"You're really a pervert, aren't you?"
"Are you two in any position to say that...?"
"You made me like this."

Now that I was in this situation, I finally understood their feelings.

Who would give up the chance to have their first love—something they could never obtain no matter what they did—just because it wasn't morally right?

'This is all Albert's fault...'

I carefully began to undress.

It was truly a strange situation, which made my heart beat faster and the atmosphere quickly grew heated.

Eventually, I was left without a stitch of clothing.

"You're already wet?"

This was a first for me.

I hadn't even given myself to my previous boyfriend... but now, the touch of this man who was neither my husband nor my boyfriend was making me increasingly aroused.

"Haa... Haa...!"

My body was wanting more and more.

I twisted my body and somehow managed to pull down his pants. But he continued to tease me.

It felt like he was treating me like a toy.

That state of almost reaching the peak but not quite was driving me crazy.

"Does it feel good?"

He was mischievous.

"You already know..."

I couldn't hold back anymore.

So, humiliating as it was... I begged him.

"Put it in quickly...! Stop teasing me...!!"

***

Monday returned to the world once again.

This morning was more uneventful than expected, or rather, it was quiet.

It should have been lunchtime filled with various conversations, but only the awkward clinking of utensils filled the air.

Luna looked at the two people who kept glancing at each other and thought:

'What's wrong with these two?'

She was already in a bad mood lately, and seeing these two in low spirits made her feel even worse.

So she sharply asked:

"What's wrong with you two?"

Neither of them could provide a proper answer to her question.

"Wh-what do you mean?"
"Nothing happened in particular...?"

The atmosphere clearly suggested something had happened, but they both continued to deny it.

Rachel wore an obviously awkward expression, and Albert avoided eye contact.

It might be crossing a line, but there was no way it wasn't what she thought. The atmosphere was telling, and the rumors she'd heard couldn't be ignored.

"Did you two do it?"

The perfectly stiffened expressions of the two at that moment...

Luna said to Albert, who couldn't make any excuses:

"You're really something, aren't you?"
"Haha... You don't need to praise me..."
"Praise?"
"Sorry..."

Though Luna said that, she was looking at Rachel as if envious.

Unlike Albert, Rachel had already noticed this.

Rachel winked at Luna, who frowned in response.

And Albert tilted his head in confusion—it was a frustratingly clueless situation.

"I'll go ahead. I have a class during fifth period."

Albert made the wise decision to quickly escape this awkward situation.

As soon as Albert left, Rachel moved right next to Luna.

Luna scolded Rachel:

"Are you crazy too?"
"Hey, you could do it too."
"What are you saying... I have a fiancé..."
"You never know until you're married. Some people call off engagements the day before the wedding, you know."

Rachel continued to encourage her.

"I'm telling you, you can do it."
"I've given up..."
"What nonsense are you talking? You were just looking at me enviously."
"No, I wasn't! Is that something you should say to someone who's getting married soon?"

The mention of an upcoming marriage came as a huge shock to Rachel.

She had often seen Luna complaining about her fiancé and the stress it caused, but marriage had never been mentioned.

Such sudden news of marriage was shocking.

"Marriage?!"
"Shh! Shh...!"
"Really?"
"Would I lie about that?"

Rachel couldn't understand.

"You said you didn't like him."
"What does that matter... My mother wants me to get married soon..."
"Don't do it. If you don't like it, don't do it...!"
"If I could say that, I wouldn't have gotten engaged in the first place... right?"

After meeting Albert.

Despite her parents' opposition, she had gone out into the world and participated in war without permission.
Perhaps because she had shown such immature behavior, she couldn't go against her parents' wishes now.

"If I had lived quietly, maybe I could have delayed it?"
"..."
"It's okay, I'm fine, so please don't make that face."

She was clearly not fine at all, yet she brazenly said such things.

The heart hidden behind that expression was surely crying, but it didn't show on the outside.

"Why don't you express yourself like you used to?"

Before coming to the Kainis Empire, she might not have known, but when she was at the academy with Albert, she had expressed herself quite well.

But now, what could she say? She had grown too mature.

To the point of seeming foolish.

"I'm going to stop that marriage. For real."
"Don't do anything foolish."
"Why don't you try saying it once? That you don't want to do it."
"I'm fine, I tell you."

Luna stood up in the middle of her meal.

"Isn't a friend supposed to congratulate another friend when they're getting married?"
"Do you really want this marriage? If so, I'll congratulate you."
"..."
"See, you can't even say it."

Rachel also stood up.

Of course, a friend should support another friend's happiness. But there was no guarantee anywhere that this marriage would make her happy.

Such a marriage was worse than not marrying at all.

"Think about it carefully."
"Okay... I got it."

Luna returned to the faculty office with a gloomy expression.

Her retreating figure seemed to be hoping someone would stop her. But Rachel didn't hold her back.

"It's not my place to do this..."

She could have just congratulated her without saying all this.

But that would have been a failure as a friend.

Rachel asked Bellian, who had been eavesdropping nearby:

"What do you think?"
"So, did you have a good time the day before yesterday? I was in a bad mood because of you, sister."

Bellian's sudden question caught Rachel off guard.

She lowered her head at the question.

"I'm sorry..."
"I want a little sister."
"Haven't you been listening this whole time?"
"Well, I don't think it's a bad idea. It would be cool if her father showed up saying 'I object!' Can I record that on video?"

Rachel nodded.

"Of course. So, could you persuade her? I'm... a bit awkward with her right now."
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Bellian immediately ran to his father and rambled on about the day's events.

Albert, seeming to have already figured out Bellian's intentions, asked as soon as he finished speaking.

"So you want me to stop it?"
"Yes, I'd be grateful if you could."
"Why should I?"
"Well... it's kind of like, 'If you seduced her, take responsibility!' I'm cautiously predicting something along those lines."

Albert pressed his forehead upon hearing this.

"I didn't particularly seduce anyone though?"
"That's just a figure of speech. So? What do you think? You've already gotten involved with everyone except Luna, so why not go all the way?"
"But why are you helping? I can understand Rachel, but you..."

To that question, Bellian showed remarkable shamelessness.

"It just seems fun, you know? Like, bursting into a wedding ceremony shouting 'I object!' and ruining the wedding... isn't that entertaining?"
"Shouldn't you be congratulating your friend on her marriage?"
"Not in this case. If she doesn't want this marriage, someone needs to teach her a lesson! What do you think, Father?"

Looking at those sparkling eyes, Albert's resolve was indeed weakening, but he didn't accept the mission.

At least not until he heard Luna's opinion.

"No, I won't do it."
"Aw! Why not?!"
"Why? Because I don't have the right to do such a thing."
"Tch... can't be helped. But you'll still attend the wedding, right? Luna asked you to come to the ceremony."

Bellian handed him the invitation she had received from Luna.

On the invitation was Luna's name, along with someone whose name wasn't familiar but wasn't entirely unfamiliar either.

Greg Ignite—that name was clearly written in the groom's column.

"What's wrong? Do you know him?"
"I do, somewhat..."

Seeing this name made his thoughts waver a bit.

Albert knew Greg from his previous life and also knew how much Elizabeth had suffered because of him.

"This makes things a bit complicated..."

***

Luna and Greg.

The news of a marriage between royals of Orion and the Persian Kingdom had captured worldwide attention.

Most people were delighted, and among them was someone who was particularly pleased about this fact.

-I've only seen her in photos, but she's truly beautiful.-
"Yes, Mother. I think so too."
-I'll arrive tomorrow morning, but please tell my son-in-law that he doesn't need to welcome me.-
"Yes."

Though it was the day before the wedding, her mood was far from good.

Even as she spoke with her mother, she was deep in thought.

-Your condition is important, so go to bed early. I'll hang up now. Sleep well.-
"Yes, Mother. Good night to you too."
-Click!-

She stared blankly at the phone after the call ended.

Today, more than ever, she felt like rebelling.

It was the first time she'd felt this way since then. Led by this strange feeling, she went outside.

As autumn was approaching, the nights were getting chilly.

"I should have worn a coat..."

She rubbed her arms as she walked through the vast campus grounds.

Then she stopped in front of a large lake.

She gazed at her reflection in the water.

"Can't you smile a bit? You're the bride getting married tomorrow, you know?"

She muttered to herself, but the expression of the woman in the water remained unchanged.

She sighed.

"Haa... what do you want to do?"

Even when asked, the woman in the reflection gave no answer, which was regrettable.

She reached out and stirred the lake water.

At that moment, her center of gravity shifted forward.

"Ah..."

About to fall into the lake, she squeezed her eyes shut in anticipation of the disaster.

However, she didn't feel the characteristic coldness of water; instead, she felt a pulling force.

"Be more careful, will you?"

She looked up at the person who had pulled her back.

Like her, Albert stood there in pajamas without an outer coat, holding her arm.

"Ah... sorry..."
"What brings you here? I thought you'd be resting in the dormitory today."
"I just wanted some fresh air."

Albert, like her earlier, gazed at his reflection in the lake.

Unlike her, however, the reflection of him was smiling.

"Congratulations on your marriage."
"Oh... thank you. You'll come, right?"
"Of course. It's a friend's wedding, after all. But..."

Albert continued speaking while looking at the woman in the water.

"Are you okay?"

Hearing that question, her already somber expression darkened further.

Yet, an idealistic answer that contradicted reality came from her lips.

"Of course I'm okay. What are you talking about..."
"You've become quite different from the princess I used to know."

Albert looked at her, not at the woman in the lake.

"What was the princess you knew like...?"
"The princess I knew would have asked me to ruin that wedding."
"That's..."

She couldn't continue.

In Albert's memory, she was just Luna from a more carefree time.

But she didn't dislike that time at all. Rather, she envied her past self, comparing the past with the present.

Between being true to her heart then and compromising with reality now, it was crystal clear which was the life meant for her.

Albert asked her again.

"Don't you want to stop it?"

She had observed Albert's women very closely.

They clearly recognized that their actions weren't ethically right.

Yet, they didn't wear expressions like the one reflected in the lake now.

Rather, they had bright expressions, just like his current one.

She finally seemed to understand why.

"Do as you please..."

***

With just those words, Luna left the place.

"Well... what am I supposed to do?"

But Luna's final expression was quite different from before.

Having witnessed it, Albert couldn't bring himself to criticize her actions.

Rachel, who had been hiding near the lake bench, slowly revealed herself after Luna left.

"See! I told you it would work!"
"I can't believe this is happening."
"Now let's plan our strategy."
"Strategy? What strategy?"
"Well, more like what you'll say."

Rachel enthusiastically explained the so-called strategy as if she would be the one executing it.

The plan was absurd, but nothing could be better than it.

"You want me to do that?"
"Aren't you already prepared for it?"
"Haha..."

Since I was planning to do as Luna said—do as I please—I only half-listened.

Still, out of respect for her effort, I didn't completely ignore it.

"Yeah, that sounds good."
"Now! You'll say, 'This marriage was a half-baked arrangement forced by the groom's side through threats!' and just take Luna away! How about it?"
"Is it okay to lie like that? Isn't that quite far from reality?"

Rachel then made an expression she used to show me during our school days.

That expression couldn't justify such irresponsible behavior.

"Who cares? It's not my problem."
"Seriously... grow up. You talk like you're writing some novel."
"Isn't that what this is?"

I was left speechless.

"I'll do it moderately, okay? Not to the extent you just mentioned. Or... do you know anything suspicious about him? Any past wrongdoings?"
"Well..."
"He's your brother, so you should know."
"I don't think there's anything... but can't we just make something up?"

I noticed an unpleasant smile that suggested she had thought of some strange plan.

I quickly drew the line.

"I won't do it! I absolutely won't do it, no matter what!"
"I heard something from Elin."
"Oh...? That might work."
"Since we're doing this, it's better to be thorough, right?"

Rachel grabbed my arm firmly.

Then she started pulling me somewhere.

"Where are we going?"
"We have a lot to do today, so it's better not to think too much."
"Really... can't we just not do this?"

Vague memories from that time came back to me.

It was a terrible memory. Just thinking about it made me feel repulsed—one of the few memories that did so.

Imagining the dizzying future ahead, I pressed my forehead.

"Really..."
"I'll take responsibility and protect you."

***

Luna, dressed in a beautiful white wedding dress that perfectly complemented the elegant elven atmosphere, was preparing for the imminent wedding ceremony in the waiting room.

Being the only princess of the Persian Kingdom, famous figures from around the world had come to attend.

"You look beautiful, and congratulations on your marriage."
"Thank you..."
"I never thought you'd marry him... but why does Lord Greg look so gloomy? It's strange, considering he's marrying someone like Luna."

As Elizabeth pointed out, it was indeed puzzling.

His expression was too dark for a groom about to be married, and his behavior was excessively cautious.

However, Luna had no idea why.

"I'm not sure about that..."
"Then, do you know where Albert is? He was here just a moment ago..."
"He hasn't come here yet."

This fact amplified both her expectations and worries.

'Will he really come...? I should have just asked him directly...'

She regretted her ambiguous answer from yesterday. Still, it was too early to lose hope.

After all, he always appeared from unexpected directions.

'I hope he does the same this time.'
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"I can't believe... I'm doing this nonsense again..."
"She's definitely pretty, I'll admit that. I can see why you fell for her."

Rachel was spouting such strange comments despite the serious situation.

I wanted to stop right away, but it seemed the die had already been cast.

"So what am I supposed to do?"
"You know what to do."
"You want me to do that?"
"Just do it. We've come this far already, so why hesitate..."

We were at the palace where the royal family of the Orion Kingdom resided.

Specifically, in front of Greck's room.

"Do I really have to do this? Isn't there another way?"
"We need solid evidence, so there's no choice."
"Ah... you really... I'll deal with you later."

Albert entered the room with a resigned expression.

Rachel cheered him on with a meaningful smile.

"I'll make sure to get it all on camera!"

***

And now that video was playing on a giant screen during the wedding ceremony, just as the bride's entrance was coming to an end.

At that moment, a stranger burst through the doors of the venue.

It was Albert, Luna's acquaintance and the only person who hadn't shown up until now despite the ceremony being well underway.

All eyes shifted from the video to Albert.

"I object to this marriage!"

His appearance was sudden, but those who knew about his recent activities weren't particularly surprised.

Bellian was even jumping around excitedly while filming the scene.

However, those who weren't aware, especially the people from the Orion Kingdom, were equally shocked.

"This marriage between the bride, Luna Crystal, and the groom, Greck Ignite, has been wrong from the start. The bride, Luna, began dating Greck because she couldn't withstand the pressure from the Orion Kingdom."

Albert was making bold claims regardless of the actual facts.

This was only possible because he had Rachel's permission.

"Moreover, everyone, look at this video. The groom, about to be married, bringing another woman into his room with lustful intentions... After seeing this, would you still send your princess to marry into this country?"

Even Diabolica, who normally disapproved of Albert's usual conduct, was letting him continue this time.

"If I were in Your Majesty's position, I would never allow it!"

His confident gaze was quite irritating, but Diabolica knew that this was all for Luna's sake.

So she decided to play along a little.

"First, is that video authentic, Prince Greck?"
"T-that... I didn't invite her to my room... she came in on her own!"

Albert confronted Greck with a confident voice.

"Regardless of the reason, you're admitting that there's no falsehood in that video."

That sharp retort hit home.

Greck looked at Luna with a blank expression, as if his mental state had collapsed.

Whether Greck felt otherwise or not, Luna clearly didn't love him.

Luna smiled faintly, as if she found the current situation amusing.

"Why... why are you smiling? Didn't you love me...?"
"I'm sorry..."

Luna had already taken Albert's side, not Greck's.

That fact seemed to speak for her true feelings.

"This feels strange..."

The wedding ceremony was practically ruined.

Having gone this far, Albert decided to push even further.

He grabbed Luna's hand right in front of Greck.

"W-wait a minute...!"
"Just follow me."

Albert hastily escaped the wedding venue with Luna in tow.

Everyone at the venue could only stare blankly at the absurd situation.

Even Diabolica, who should have hated this situation more than anyone, didn't intervene.

She was even smiling, as if she had expected this all along.

"Your Majesty, are you going to let them go like this? At this rate, the wedding will..."
"Let them be. Honestly, I anticipated something like this would happen."

Luna's expression wasn't gloomy at all.

Rather, she seemed relieved, as if this was for the best.

In such a situation, how could anyone stand in their way?

"It was quite a spectacle, and that's enough."

***

"Haa... how long are we going to keep running...!?"

The two had left the venue and entered the streets where a festival was in full swing.

This festival was meant to celebrate Greck and Luna's wedding, but reality had turned out quite differently.

"I feel a bit sorry for those people."
"You really did it."
"You told me to do it."
"I never said that!?"

However, Luna was enjoying this situation more than anyone else.

It was an exhilarating experience—defying her parents' wishes and betraying everyone's expectations at what should have been one of the most important moments of her life.

As always, there was never a dull moment when she was with Albert.

During their school days, during the war, and even now.

Albert always made her heart race when it had stopped.

"Then shall we go back? It's probably not too late yet."

The fact that he could make such jokes after causing such a commotion... she liked that about him.

Albert always lived as he wanted.

'Unlike me...'

That fact itself was very attractive.

And now she wanted to live like Albert too.

Luna embraced him amidst the bright festival lights decorating the night sky.

The two fell to the ground, losing their balance, and Luna pressed her chest tightly against his.

"Can you hear it?"
"W-what are you doing...?"
"I asked if you can hear it!"
"Hear what?"
"My heartbeat! You can hear it, can't you!"

And Luna could hear Albert's heartbeat too.

His heart was racing just as wildly as hers.

"Don't tell me this is because of me!?"
"No way...? It's just the situation we're in..."
"Then I'll make it so."

Luna stole a kiss from his lips as he lay on the ground.

The kiss was as intense and messy as the current atmosphere.

It was an awkward, inexperienced kiss, but Luna liked even that about it.

"Haa... haa..."
"How about now? What's causing it? That?"
"Fine... yes! It's because of you, because of you!!"

Luna was satisfied with Albert finally admitting it.

But this time, Albert was the issue.

Properly fired up, Albert rose and immediately pinned her to the ground.

"Kyaaa...!! S-suddenly?"
"Like you said, this is because of you. So take responsibility."

The wedding dress that had been so painstakingly prepared.

It must have taken an enormous amount of time to prepare it.

But now it was just an obstacle.

-Riiiiip!!-

Albert tore the dress apart and tossed it aside.

The exposed pale skin and delicate figure were enough to drive anyone crazy.

Luna pleaded with him while trying to cover her most intimate parts.

"B-be gentle... it's my first time..."

The first place Albert's hand went was, naturally, Luna's ear.

When he caressed her ear, Luna's body trembled instantly.

"Not the ears...! That's off-limits...!!"

The next target was, of course, that place.

"Ahh...!!"
"You're already wet?"
"It's because of you... because of you..."

Albert soon removed his pants.

Luna gazed at a man's thing with her own eyes for the first time in her life.

"T-that... goes in here...? There's no way something like that can fit..."
"I'll be gentle, don't worry."

***

Somehow, Elizabeth and Bellian had left the venue and were watching the two from a distance.

They were observing the scene from a spot where they wouldn't be noticed.

"Kyaaaa! It's too lewd!!"

Bellian covered her eyes with her hands but peeked through the gaps.

Elizabeth, on the other hand, had turned her head away, trying her best to pretend she wasn't seeing anything.

"Mother! Isn't this moving too fast!?"
"I know... he wasn't like this before... he's changed a lot."
"But you still love him."
"What kind of thing is that to say..."
"Then it's fine."

It had ended up like this after all.

In truth, she had somewhat anticipated this from the beginning, when she first allowed him to take Lilith as a concubine.

"He's really something."
"That's my dad for you!"
"Don't you end up like that."
"Shouldn't you be saying that to my brother instead of me?"
"My son doesn't need that warning."
"You never know."

***

Though they might look different from other families, they were clearly a harmonious one.

Typically, families with multiple husbands or multiple wives can hardly dream of harmony.

But this family was different.

There might have been occasional conflicts, but they were never actions born from genuine hatred.

Of course, it was also true that the man bore all the hardships in this family structure.

But he didn't mind those hardships.

It was the path he had chosen, so he walked it with responsibility and dignity.

Without a single complaint or sign of weakness.

Who could cast stones at someone living so earnestly?

Of course, reality was harsher than expected, and there were people who criticized him, but those close to him—especially his wives—didn't reproach him.

They believed in him, loved him, and grew old together.

That fact became a great wall for him. A sturdy wall he could lean on for a lifetime.

And he, too, loved and trusted them.

"That's why we were able to come this far."

It was a messy and chaotic life, but it was good and happy in its own way.

Perhaps, if he were to go back to the beginning and live his life again, he would have lived it the same way.

Just like his second life, which, despite many changes, wasn't so bad after all...
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